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“Oh, come with old Khayyam, and leave the Wise

To talk: one thing is certain, that Life flies;

One thing is certain, and the rest is lies;

The flower that once has bloomed for ever dies.”

—The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam
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Previously…

Theo Bell, enforcer for the vampiric sect known as the Camarilla, has been called to Minneapolis by an old friend. Angus Abranson, a member of the local primogen who befriended Theo a century ago in London, needs Theo to hunt down a rogue vampire who has been disrupting Camarilla affairs and threatening to expose the existence of vampires to the world at large.

Tipped off on the rogue’s next move, Theo discovers to his horror that her next target is a modern-day slave ring operating in the Minneapolis area. Worse still, this band of kidnappers seems to involve both vampiric and mortal criminals. During the raid Theo manages to stake the rogue—a Brujah clanmate named Kristine—but not before she Embraces a young girl named Delphine Decourt, one of the slaver’s victims.

The Prince of Minneapolis and Theo’s superiors in the Camarilla expect him to make quick work of this unauthorized neonate, but he refuses. He has made a promise to Delphine’s deceased father to get her and her twin sister Nathalie to safety, and Theo’s word is his bond. He also argues that Delphine is a valuable witness of the slave ring’s operations, and that he needs her to hunt down the kidnappers before the transnational criminal organizations with whom they are dealing discover the existence of the vampires.

With only a short time to act and promises to keep, Theo calls on another old friend, the vampire Itio. Theo, Itio and Delphine finally manage to track the slavers to their operations center and free Nathalie, but not before discovering that someone has been playing all sides against the middle. What’s worse, that same mysterious traitor—identified only by the strange distortion of his (or her) voice on a telephone—seems to want Theo dead.

And all the while, the mysterious figures behind the slave ring watch on and make ready to bring their own enforcer into play, a man they call the Overseer…


Prologue

Oversight

The Laktomi Corporation tower had an elegant plaza all to itself, walled away from the city by tall, thick boundary hedges. A long approach road was flanked with tidy ornamental shrubs and small patches of lawn, subtly marked out-of-bounds to staff. A sidewalk was provided for people wanting to walk out of the plaza. A large company sign dominated the entry, displaying the company’s logo with no further explanation. Several clearly separated parking areas sprawled along the length of the approach road, clear indicators of the company’s ethos. The smallest lot, placed right next to the building, had wide bays divided by small sections of tastefully covered pathway. The largest—which was also the furthest away from the building—looked like it belonged in a cheap mall somewhere, and certainly had no coverings. It was also the only one that still had cars in it. Not surprising, at 1:00 a.m.

The structure of the grounds suggested control, dominance through rank and arrogant complacency. The corporate culture would be highly stratified, repressive even, which tied in nicely with the report that the team had produced. Hives were usually lax on internal security. Carnell nodded to himself, satisfied.

Two gray-uniformed guards manned the reception desk, clearly visible through the plate glass. Carnell watched them at a discreet distance for a moment, taking a long look at them, then fished his cell phone out of the pocket of his suit and dialed the team. The call was answered immediately.

“Yes, sir?” It was Adam.

“The guards on duty are both male,” said Carnell crisply. “One is Caucasian, mid to late forties, receding gray hair, clean-shaven, somewhat overweight. The other is swarthy, a dark Latino or Arab probably, early 20’s, with a small strip of beard and no mustache. Is that sufficient?”

“There are two possibilities for the first one, sir. Is he closer to Ernest Borgnine or to John Goodman?”

“Borgnine,” said Carnell, amused by the image. “A fair likeness.”

“The Caucasian is named Michael di Angelo, and the mulatto is Tomas Harper. Harper has seniority, by virtue of longer service.”

“The young outranks the old? Excellent. His appearance suggests that he will resent establishment figures. He is likely to be eager to stamp his authority over the older man. It should be easy enough to get past them without resorting to skills that Cooper’s chantry may later detect.”

“That requirement was not listed in the background files, sir.”

“It will add a little to the confusion in the aftermath. Is the girl in the building still?”

Adam hesitated a moment as he rustled through his papers. “She drives a bright new yellow Beetle, which would be in the general staff lot rather than the executive one.”

Carnell thought back to the vehicles in the outer area. “Yes, I remember noticing it.”

“Then she is still there, sir.”

“Good. Cooper will make significant sacrifices in her defense. It will leave him easy to take down.”

“Are you sure, sir?” Adam sounded doubtful. “His dossier is quite impressive.”

“Positive,” said Carnell, pleased that the man had the nerve to express reservations. “She is a factor in the success of this scheme and a couple of others, and he has taken substantial risks to preserve the life of an important ghoul once before. She appears to be the only person inside Laktomi that he has secured. On top of that, he appears to be genuinely fond of her, if the gifts at her apartment are anything to go by. He is out of touch with the modern world, and sentimental—a foolish indulgence that can be used against him. He will take risks on her behalf, I think.”

“Yes, I see. Thank you for the clarification.”

A certain tone in Adam’s voice caught Carnell’s attention. The man actually sounded slightly impatient, though he probably wasn’t aware of it. “Is there something you have to tell me, Adam?”

“Uh, yes. Control wanted to speak with you, sir. At your earliest convenience.”

“Very well. I will speak to them now. They would not call during an operation if the matter were insignificant.”

“I’ll put you through immediately,” said Adam.

The phone went silent for a moment as Carnell was put on hold, and then a cold female voice came on the line. “Yes?”

“This is Carnell.”

“Carnell, good. Thank you for your prompt response. There is an unfolding matter that requires your urgent attention.” Control sounded slightly irritated. It had obviously been a hectic night if her feathers were ruffled.

“One of the distribution centers?” They were the most likely sources of trouble, the weak spots in the operation. Anything less would be too trivial to bother him with, and Control would have phoned him personally, despite the mission, if anything more directly threatening had come up.

“As perceptive as always, Carnell. Yes. Minneapolis has been compromised, and its monitor eliminated. As far as we can ascertain, the entire compound is under attack, and Defense is failing.”

“You want me to deal with an underlying issue,” said Carnell confidently. There was nothing he could do to influence immediate events at this distance.

“Indeed. Minneapolis was breached by one of the Camarilla’s more tenacious archons. He has openly stated that he intends to investigate our wider operation. That cannot be tolerated.”

“I understand. I will take care of him. Should I suspend operations here?” He already knew the answer, of course. Forget the hangers-on.

“That depends. How long will the current matter take?”

“The main target will require no more than half an hour. His compatriots are lesser objectives. They will scatter when the current target dies, and will take a number of days to eradicate.”

“Finish the main target then, but leave the others.”

“Of course,” said Carnell smoothly. “Would you send details of the new assignment to my team? They can begin analysis while I clean up here.”

“Files are already being transmitted.”

“Thank you. Unless there is anything else?”

“Of course. Good luck, Carnell.” Control hung up the phone.

Carnell grinned wolfishly. Luck was for random factors and poorly understood elements, something that Control never quite seemed to grasp. He slipped the phone back into his suit pocket, straightened his tie and walked up to the entrance. The security keycard he’d obtained earlier opened the door, and he walked into the lobby, keeping his movements relaxed, a little lethargic even. The two men looked up expectantly. He ignored the older guard completely and smiled wearily at the younger. “Good evening, Tomas. How’s it going tonight?”

The guard smiled back politely. “Good morning, sir.” His voice—a West Coast accent, but brisker than average, and a little heavy on the vowels—became slightly apologetic. “Could I see your ID please?” The older man was visibly bristling at being disregarded. Perfect.

“Sure,” said Carnell, and fished around in his pockets for a moment, feigning a growing irritation, still carefully ignoring the older man. “Damn. I must have left it at home. I’m sorry, Tomas. Can’t you just let me through? I have my key card after all, and I’ll only be twen…”

“I’m afraid you’ll have to go back to get your ID,” said the older guard, interrupting him with some satisfaction. “Sir.” The honorific was so late as to be almost insulting. The younger man looked disgruntled. One more push…

Carnell made his voice a little plaintive and held a hand out to the younger man in supplication. “It’s a ninety minute round trip, Tomas. I have to get a report finished for Ted Cartwright by 8:00 a.m., and I need that data. I won’t cause any trouble, I promise. I could really use your help on this one.”

“Out of the…” began the older man.

The younger guard shot his colleague a furious glare and rode over him. “I understand, sir. Twenty minutes is okay. Just sign in here.” He kept a consistent pitch.

“Thank you, I appreciate it,” said Carnell, and smiled gratefully. He grabbed a pen and scrawled something unintelligible in the visitor log. The older guard was spluttering quietly to himself in outrage. Carnell decided to include him in the smile, just in case he got cross enough to report the matter, and the man subsided a little, not exactly mollified, but less furious. “I’ll see you shortly, gentlemen.”

Carnell headed through security and into one of the elevators, the grateful smile twisting into a sincere, predatory grin as soon as he was out of sight. Carnell thumbed the button for the twentieth floor and was swiftly whisked upward toward Cooper’s suite. A few moments later, he stepped out into a smart, conservative corridor. The offices he wanted were down the hall. He didn’t even bother to try the door. He pressed the buzzer on the security pad instead.

After a short time, a male voice came out of the little speaker. “What.” He sounded cross.

Carnell thought back to the young guard’s voice and concentrated. “Security, sir. Tomas Harper.” He nodded to himself, pleased. Even the man’s mother wouldn’t have been able to tell the difference.

“Well?”

“The front desk is reporting an electrical fault in your cabling, sir. I need to check it out. It could threaten your computer system.” A threat to Cooper’s precious computers would worry him.

There was a pause. “I suppose you had better come in.” He sounded unhappy. As well he might.

Less than a minute later, there was a series of metallic clicks as the door was unlocked, and it started to open into a short corridor. Carnell kicked the door, hard, and darted inside. The girl was staggering back, off balance and surprised, not awake enough to be alarmed yet. She was truly beautiful, with big green eyes and high, delicate cheekbones, her heart-shaped face framed with soft auburn hair.

He quickly pushed her up against the wall, grabbed her by the throat and squeezed hard, cutting off both blood and air. She tried to shout as he heeled the door closed, fought to get free, and then slumped unconscious. Carnell held the chokehold a little longer, then pulled her easily down the corridor, one arm around her neck.

The room at the end of the corridor was a strange fusion of high-tech equipment and arcane paraphernalia. Cooper was looking at the readout from some impressive analysis device or other that he seemed to have spliced a glowing crucible into. The man was brilliant, no doubt about it, but he really had no sense of self-preservation.

Carnell dropped the guard’s voice. “Stay absolutely still or I will kill the girl.”

Cooper looked up and froze. “Who… That is, what do you want?”

“To talk, providing you are reasonable,” said Carnell.

“If you have harmed Marketta…”

“She’s fine, Jorge. Just unconscious. If you try anything stupid, however, I will rip her head off and stuff it down your throat before you have time to blink.”

“I’m not g…” Cooper was getting angry. Good.

Carnell lifted the girl’s head up, openly showing his fingers digging into the flesh around her windpipe. He used the movement to advance a couple of paces. “Relax, Jorge.”

Cooper visibly fought his temper back under control. “Tell me who you are and what you want, and quickly, or you’ll find out just how insignificant your bargaining chit really is.” Only a quick flicker of the eyes betrayed his agitation.

Carnell smiled. “I’m glad I’ve got your attention. My superiors are unhappy with the research that you are doing here. They don’t know if it can eventually work or not, of course, any more than you do, but they’re worried about the possible ramifications if it does. They’ve asked me to come here and suggest, politely, that you might like to concentrate on some of your other projects.”

“Are you out of your mind?”

“The alternative, of course, is that we destroy you.”

Cooper’s eyes narrowed. “I am not accustomed to being threatened by some cheap hired thug. I could obliterate you in a heartbeat, you idiot.”

Carnell was careful not to let his delight show. If Cooper really thought he was just a brawler, so much the better. “Trying to attack me would be highly counterproductive, Jorge. Even if you somehow did manage to prevail—and that is frankly unlikely—then you wouldn’t ever even see the person who came next. My superiors are quite determined on this matter. I hope we can come to an understanding. We have nothing against you personally, and we can be surprisingly grateful.”

“I need to think about it,” said Cooper. His lips thinned; the fool had made his mind up already. He was actually going to resist. If he were offered a chance for a distraction…

“There’s no time for that. You have to decide now. If you open up access to the files, notes and other data on your computer and let me delete everything, I will let you walk out of here with the girl. You have my word on that. Be sensible, this is your only option.” The chance to strike while Carnell was concentrating on the machine would be too tempting to pass up.

Cooper pretended to think about it, but his careful gaze never faltered. Carnell took the opportunity to look at the vampire properly, studying the lines of the face, the bearing, getting a taste of the man himself. The impression came slowly, from deep inside, but it grew stronger and stronger until it was like diamond, hard and unyielding and certain. Despite the hints of madness tugging at the edges of Cooper’s sanity, his greatest weakness was fear of things unknown.

Finally, Cooper apparently decided that he had pretended for long enough. “I don’t have any choice, do I?”

Pathetic. Even a child would have stopped to protest that Carnell had given no evidence of a genuine threat before caving in. He shook his head gravely, hiding his amusement far more effectively than Cooper was hiding his anticipation. “None.”

“Very well. I’ll unlock the data.”

“Thank you,” said Carnell.

Cooper turned toward a terminal on his left, comfortable that his antagonist was still some yards away, encumbered with the girl. As he did so, Carnell focused on the warlock’s deepest fear. He reached out to Cooper’s spirit with the darkest parts of his mind and caressed it with tendrils of corruption—invisible terrors of the unconscious, monsters hiding in the darkness, demons waiting to drag him to hell.

The reaction was instant. Terror came boiling straight up out of Cooper’s unconscious. Carnell could feel the man’s mind strike back instinctively, releasing all its savagery in fierce defense against the infernal images.

Cooper froze, eyes bulging, then all thought fled from his face. He whipped round, snarling savagely. Carnell grinned and let the girl drop to the floor. The poor fool was a dangerous opponent all right, but only when he was lucid enough to draw on his precious blood sorcery. Thaumaturgy—Cooper’s clan liked to dress it up in technical jargon—required concentration. Carnell shifted easily to a ready stance.

Still snarling, Cooper leaped at him, his arms flailing wildly. Carnell swayed into a clumsy attempt to claw at his eyes and smashed a ferocious punch into his opponent’s face, stepping into the movement to put his weight behind it. The bones cracked under his fist. Cooper’s head snapped back, the rest of his body following as he staggered back a half pace, fighting for balance. Carnell leaned forward with the movement and bit deep into Cooper’s throat, sweeping a leg round as he did so to unbalance the man further. Cooper toppled backward, thrashing violently, and Carnell rode him down, already draining the delicious blood. It tasted like violet fire, seething as it flooded into his veins.

He shifted his weight so that when they landed, the sorcerer was pinned beneath him. Cooper struggled feebly and, toward the end, managed a weak gurgle. The blood ran out, but Carnell continued drinking, starting to drain Cooper’s essence. The first hints of power tingled through him. Carnell sucked harder still, throwing the entire force of his will into it. A wave of horror and despair washed past him and gave way to a wild surge of ecstasy as Cooper’s immortal soul poured into him. Every cell in Carnell’s body lit up with white fire, and he could hear loud moans of pleasure, barely aware that they were his own. Frenzied bliss ripped through him as he consumed the man’s life force, and his body tensed in an uncontrollable spasm. Then the intensity of it faded away again, leaving just giddy pleasure, and a renewed sense of power and purpose.

Cooper’s husk collapsed in on itself, sighing into dust. Carnell stood up and brushed his suit off, grinning broadly.

It took just three minutes to find the documents that he required. Once he had them safely stowed in his jacket pocket, he looked at the unconscious girl thoughtfully for a long moment, then knelt down beside her and gently slapped her awake. She came around slowly, confused and befuddled. She looked up at him, and he followed her stare straight back down, through her eyes and deep into her mind. He reached out to her, wrapped her dazed will in bands of flame and utterly crushed it, still thrilling in delight at the shards of Cooper’s soul dissolving within him. He could feel her complete and total submission.

“Can you hear me, Marketta?”

Her eyebrows furrowed prettily for an instant. “Yes.” Her voice was the faintest whisper.

“You feel happy and cheerful, and will remain so. You will box up all of Jorge’s possessions in this room and take the boxes down to your car, along with his computer. If you have to talk to anyone, you will reassure them that everything is okay. You will then drive up into the hills to the north. Once you are at least an hour’s drive from the nearest town, you will park the car out of sight. You will feel cold, so set fire to the car for warmth. You will then feel warm, so you will remove your coat, blouse and skirt, and walk deep into the heart of the woods, keeping away from tracks. You will not stop until you have walked through the woods for at least a week. You will feel no pain, discomfort or thirst, and you will be perfectly safe. Do you accept this charge?” Not that it really mattered either way, but her obedience—a probable suicide in the northern forests this time of year—would muddy the waters a little further.

“Yes.”

“Very well then. You may begin.”

The girl’s face lit up with a radiant smile. She got to her feet, and started happily preparing her own destruction. Carnell left her to it and exited the building. He took a moment on the way out to thank both guards and to pat his now bulging suit pocket gratefully. He felt like singing on the way back to the parking lot but resisted the temptation.

Once he was back in his auto, Carnell stowed the documents he’d retrieved inside a secure box, retrieved his cell phone and called his team.

David answered quickly. “Yes, sir?”

“The target has been destroyed and the documents acquired. If the target’s suite was somehow being monitored, it will seem as if his death was linked to his current work. Some secondary objectives remain uncompleted, but the laboratory is being dismantled, the ghoul will be dead before sunrise, and the company will have no idea about any of it.”

“I’ll update the file and inform Control of the current status. Do you want to be briefed regarding the Minneapolis situation?”

“Just the basics for the moment, David.”

“Yes, sir. One of the Camarilla’s archons stumbled over the Minneapolis operation while hunting a rogue. He was alarmed by the potential breach in their masquerade and decided to investigate, with the rather dubious aid of a former captive turned fledgling. They managed to locate and infiltrate the distribution center, while a simultaneous external attack took place. The operation’s monitor was destroyed and the base has now been taken over. Some of the mortals involved have escaped, including the senior director. Control assumes that all information in the base will be accessible to the archon, but is not unduly concerned on that score. We are to remove the archon.”

“Which one is it?”

“The Brujah, Theophilus Bell.”

“An amusing irony, don’t you think? I take it Control has provided information on the various people involved.”

“Yes sir. The files are up to their usual standards.”

“I was afraid of that. You’d better make complete dossiers a first priority. Avoid any direct contact, of course, even through third parties. What do we have to work with?”

“Well, Bell seems to be getting significant assistance from an individual named Itio who we know nothing about, and he is allied with one of the local primogen, Angus Abranson. We have extensive files on the prince, primogen and other significant locals of course. Several have been coerced into minor compliance in the past. The operation’s mortal director has a lot of influence with the local gangs, and maybe six or seven men still.”

“We need to get some information on this unknown assistant. The first line of approach is through Bell’s personal history—a lot of his previous exploits are a matter of common knowledge. Look into his past. There’s a reasonable chance that this Itio has worked with him before, and you might be able to get enough from some previous caper to start an investigation.”

“Of course, sir.”

“That reminds me. Minneapolis didn’t hold any information that could show Bell the true scope of the operation, did it?”

“Not according to Control, sir. He could possibly have discovered that the slave ring extended to multiple sites, and we know that he is aware of the links to the transnational criminal organizations, but nothing more.”

“Then we need to make sure that we keep his attention local. You can contact this mortal gang director?”

“Yes, sir. His name is Liam Wickman.”

“Good. I think that Mr. Wickman will make an excellent straw man to misdirect Bell with. We must set him to work at once, harrying the archon. A creature like Bell is full of surprises, and the only way to strip them from him is to keep him off balance. To which clan did the monitor belong?”

There was a pause, and a quick clatter of keys. “He was of the Lasombra.”

Carnell smiled. “Better and better. Do we have influence in Detroit?”

“I believe that Control has some sway there, yes.” David sounded puzzled.

“Perfect.” Carnell thought quickly. “I will need a building somewhere in Detroit that the locals will not interfere with. See to it. If we can make Bell think that the Sabbat is involved… Before you do anything else, though, get in contact with Wickman. Have him set some of his gang members on Bell as soon as the archon is clear of the base, and then get him to have one of the prince’s ghouls murdered during the day. I want the locals compliant. Provide Wickman with the location of a suitable target from Control’s data if he does not know one himself. Make it perfectly clear to the idiot that you will have him killed if he does not obey. Promise him a reward of some sort to make up for the inconvenience—wealth, power, women, eternal youth, being Embraced, not being Embraced, whatever he wants.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You sound uncertain, David.”

“A little, sir. Would it not make more sense to hunt Bell from a base in Minneapolis? We have several possible locations lined up.”

“I’m not going to go looking for Bell.”

“You’re not?”

“No,” said Carnell flatly. “He will come to me.”


Chapter One

Delicate Times

The warehouse was smoky, chaotic and full of muffled screams, like some petty hell. People rushed around all over the place, many of them former abductees, while others congregated in small, quiet groups or went about anonymous chores. Several vans seemed to have been abandoned in unlikely places, one of them riddled with bullet holes. Bloody corpses lay scattered everywhere, and the floor was drenched in blood, but at least the fighting appeared to be over. With no obvious way of telling Liam’s boys from Itio’s force, Theo was unable to work out what percentage of the casualties were former slavers. He was relieved to see that the sedan they had driven in was still in its bay, intact, though a torn leg dangling out of the open trunk indicated that the driver had not survived the battle.

A shocked gasp made him look round. Nathalie Decourt, still wrapped in his jacket, was staring at the carnage with an expression of horror. If her breathing was anything to go by, she was about to hyperventilate. Delphine seemed fairly queasy herself, though the smell of all that fresh blood must have been making her hungry too. Theo looked at them sympathetically.

“Delphine, why don’t you get your sister into the car? We won’t be long.”

“A good idea,” said Itio, coming up between the girls. He put an arm around each of them, and gave them a gentle nudge toward the sedan. “The librarian, Miss Redfield, is in there already. I have promised her that we will see her safely home after her night’s adventures.”

“Good,” said Delphine, with a meaningful glance at Theo. “Let’s go and meet the poor woman. Come on, Nat.” She took her sister’s hand. Nathalie looked at her wordlessly, but let herself be led down to the car.

Once they were settled inside—Delphine appeared to be in the middle, holding both women—Theo looked thoughtfully at Itio. “You know, I’m going to have to do some cleaning up.”

Itio nodded. “Yes, and you will need to make a full report to your friend Angus and the rest of the local primogen. I suspect you will need to do a reasonable amount of work before this situation is cleansed, Theophilus—but not here, and not now.”

“I don’t follow you.”

“The pair who ran this place paid fortunes to the local authorities, and the warehouse is not close to any residential districts. Despite the gunfire, no one will come. Do not forget that this building has been soundproofed and secured. When authorities finally do investigate here, all they will find is a smoking ruin. Accelerants are being laid as we speak.”

“What about the captured slavers?”

Itio smiled grimly. “There are no surviving slavers. All prisoners and wounded are now dealt with. There are a few escapees, but they will be keen to avoid notice.”

Theo squinted suspiciously at Itio. “‘Dealt with’ covers a multitude of sins.”

“So it does Theophilus,” said Itio, grinning broadly. “So it does. Don’t worry. There will be no breach of security. I guarantee it.”

Theo shrugged. “All right. You seem to have things organized. Are you ready to get out of here?”

“Not quite. I want to take some paperwork from the offices. I have arranged for it to be brought to the sedan. It may prove useful.”

“I ought to have a look through that stuff,” said Theo thoughtfully. “There might be something relevant to the wider scope of this operation.”

“You are of course welcome to examine it at your leisure. In the meantime, if I find anything that might be of interest to you, I shall immediately bring it to your attention. It seems the least I can do.”

“Thanks. I owe you for this whole night, in fact. Big time.”

Itio smiled. “I appreciate the sentiment, but to be accurate, it is I who am in your debt.”

“How do you figure that one?”

“I have a more complete picture of tonight’s events than you do,” said Itio archly.

Theo resisted the urge to rise to the bait. “I’ll take your word for it.”

Itio nodded. “Wise.” He glanced off across the warehouse and then waved at someone in acknowledgement. “If you will excuse me a minute, Theophilus?” Before Theo had a chance to answer, Itio was off.

Theo shook his head wryly, amused, and looked around the warehouse once more. Things seemed to be calming down. The escapees were settling down a little—it looked like one of Itio’s people was taking them in hand. There was no reason to think that any of the former prisoners had seen anything untoward, and the thought of interviewing all those traumatized people was exhausting. Other issues were more pressing, anyway.

A slim man was heading for the sedan carrying a couple of brown cardboard boxes. Theo walked down from the vantage of the loading bay wall to stand by the front of the car, watching the man cautiously as he approached. The man ignored him and put the boxes down beside the trunk. Then he grabbed hold of the dead driver’s leg and pulled the corpse out easily, dumping it just to one side. Inside the car, Delphine looked round, frowned and turned back to her sister and the librarian, talking earnestly. The man popped the boxes into the trunk and slammed it shut, earning himself another hard glance from Delphine. He ignored her completely and stalked off.

Theo watched him go, then wearily got into the car, taking the passenger seat and resting his shotgun in the seat well between his legs. Milly Redfield looked at him and gasped, and Theo cursed softly.

“It’s okay,” said Delphine smoothly. “This…”

“Professor!” Milly sounded shocked. “Did they get you too?”

Theo looked at her, momentarily puzzled.

“My god,” said Milly. “You’re hurt. Are you all right? What the hell did those bastards do to you?” Delphine looked at him too, clearly irritated.

Theo sighed, remembering the story he’d told Milly earlier in the evening. It seemed like a lifetime ago. “Hello again, Miss Redfield. I’m glad you are unharmed. I’m fine, really. It’s not as bad as it looks. I’ll tell you about it later.”

“I’m sure we’re all looking forward to that,” said Delphine flatly. “Professor.”

“No doubt,” muttered Theo. “How are you doing, Nathalie?”

“I can’t quite believe this is happening,” said Nat. Even her voice was identical to Delphine’s, and Theo had to watch the pair of them in the rear-view mirror to make sure that it was Nat talking. “The whole thing has been so… unreal. I keep expecting Dad to wake me up for breakfast.” Her face crumpled for a moment, and a tear trickled down one cheek. She fought to keep her voice steady. “That, or I’m going to wake up back in that cell and just go crazy. Thank you for getting me out.”

“You’re welcome,” said Theo, idly wondering when Delphine had found the time to tell her twin about their father’s murder.

“You and Del are going to have to explain some of this crazy shit to me, you know.”

Theo suppressed a wince. “We’ll deal with what you know and what you don’t know later. That’s a promise.”

Delphine glanced at him warily in the
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