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“Come fill your cup, and in the fires of Spring

The winter clothing of Repentance fling:

The Bird of Time has but a little way

To fly-and Lo! the Bird is on the wing …”

-The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam
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Prologue

The Trade

Rob wandered through the small park surrounding Lake George, bored out of his skull. St. Cloud, Minnesota had turned out to be every bit as pleasant and relaxed as Rob had feared. It was just like being back in St. Paul, only smaller and with even less money to play with. He should have been in Minneapolis with Mike and Richie, scoping out the town and having some laughs. Angry at himself, he kicked at a small wooden post next to the path. Loser.

Still, St. Cloud State was better than no university at all. He looked around at the park, irritated. The lake was still visible through the trees, despite the fading light, but the place was practically deserted. The city was supposed to be one-third students, but if that was true, then most of them were hiding.

Earlier in the evening, he had spent a few minutes exploring the campus mall before heading out to see what the town had to offer. Someone had pointed him up Fourth Avenue, toward High Banks Place. The mansions were beautiful, no doubt about it, but they weren’t exactly fun, and it wasn’t as if they played host to a cool street scene or anything.

The lake was a few blocks west, and it wasn’t any better. Rob hadn’t really had much hope of finding a bandstand, but he had expected to see a few kids knocking about or something. He headed back toward Division Street and briefly considered walking up to the Crossroads Mall, but it hardly seemed worth wearing himself out. Maybe downtown would have picked up a bit.

Twenty minutes later, he was standing around indecisively on West St. Germain, wondering whether he was more likely to get carded in Rox or the Tavern, when he realized someone was looking at him expectantly from across the street. Someone cute. He ruthlessly stamped on the quick flare of hope. She probably wanted to know the time or something. The girl smiled as Rob noticed her.

“Hey.” Her voice was cute too, light and relaxed, with a hint of laughter around the edges.

“Hi there,” said Rob warily. “Can I help you?”

“You from the U?”

“Fresh in,” said Rob, unable to keep the hint of bitterness out of his voice. “Lucky me.”

The girl smiled and crossed the street. “Lucky me, more like. I’m Ginny. Wanna play guide?”

Up close, Ginny was a few years older than he’d first thought, somewhere in her early twenties. Her hair was pulled back loosely into a long auburn ponytail. Tight jeans and an equally snug black top did nothing whatsoever to hide her figure. Her eyes sparkled with delicious mischief. He shook his head to try to clear it, confused. This sort of stuff just didn’t happen. Ginny arched an eyebrow quizzically at his apparent rejection.

“No, that’s not, uh, that is…” Rob floundered to a halt, suddenly feeling panicky. Ginny grinned at his expression, and he got a grip on himself. “Let me try that again. Hi Ginny. I’m Rob. How can I help?”

“Hi Rob. Like I said, I need a guide. A friend of ours just started up here, but, well, we got kinda turned around. Can you help out?”

Rob sagged a little, disappointed despite himself. “Sure, I can tell you where to go.”

Ginny laughed. “You don’t get off that easy, Robbo. I told you, I want a guide. Come hop in the back of the van, talk Bill through it, and then tag along to the party. You seem cool, and I figure Lucy would just love you. That is, unless you’re scared of having a good time?”

“Really?” asked Rob eagerly. “That’d be great.” Maybe St. Cloud would pick up yet.

“Any new friends you wanna drop in and bring along? More the merrier.”

Rob shook his head sourly. “Not yet.”

Ginny smiled. “Well, you’ll meet some folks tonight.”

A nasty thought crossed Rob’s mind. “You sure your boyfriend isn’t going to mind you bringing me back?”

“Who said anything about a boyfriend?” She flashed him a dazzling smile. “Bill’s my cousin, and he’s seeing Sammie. They’re back in his van. Anyway, it’s all part of the plan. C’mon, big guy, we’re parked just round back.”

Ginny looped her arm through his and started down the street. Rob lurched to keep up with her, desperate not to break contact. Her arm was electric against his skin, and it made his whole body tingle. Thinking about anything else seemed impossible, but he tried to find something to say. Get her talking about herself, he thought wildly, the original source of the advice long forgotten.

“So, where’d you come from anyway?”

She glanced up at him, still smiling. “Minneapolis. Nicolet Island, actually. It’s a funky place, all regenerated bits mixed in with atmospheric old warehouses and stuff. Some of them are great for messing around in, too. You ever get out there?”

“Not to the island, no. Minneapolis, some. Not as much as I wanted to. It sounds cool, though.”

Ginny pulled a bit closer, and Rob’s head swam. “You should come down there some time. I think you’d like it.”

“Yeah,” he managed, his throat suddenly dry.

She guided him round into an alley. A big, off-white panel van was idling a short way up, the blank rear doors facing them. She steered him toward it.

“Here we are, Robbie. I’ll have to pop you in the back for a couple of minutes, but you’ll be fine, just grab hold of the front seat or something.” She looked back at the street for a moment, then grabbed the handle, twisted it easily, and pulled the door slightly ajar.

Suddenly, she pushed him against the van, one hand on his chest, the other sliding down to her hip. “I wouldn’t want you to get cold or anything back there on your own though, so…” To his amazement, he discovered that she was pressed up tight against him, her breasts squashing into his chest. She shot him a grin that was pure mischief, then went up on tiptoes and kissed him, hard.

He barely noticed the sharp pressure against his side, and then everything went black.
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Ginny watched the kid—the merchandise, she corrected herself—slump back against the van. She looked at him critically for a moment and gave him another brief blast, just to make sure he stayed well and truly zapped. She turned the taser off, slipped it back into the pocket of her jeans and rapped twice on the back of the van. An arm came out through the rear curtain, and she let go of the merchandise, allowing it to slip toward the open doorway.

Alex caught it with a grunt, and started to tug. Ginny crouched quickly, wrapped her legs around its knees and lifted—heavier than she expected—and it slid smoothly into the back of the van. She climbed in after it, breathing a little harder, and heard Alex curse softly. She shut the door, and the van immediately lurched off down the alley. Four minutes from start to finish. Not bad at all.

Alex looked disgruntled. “You know I hate having to haul big bastards aboard. I’ll have to up the tranquilizer dosage, too. Why d’ya have to get such a fat one?”

Ginny shrugged. “That was the order. One chubby freshman. They probably want him going down as a first-week runaway or something.”

“There’s chubby and there’s chubby. He didn’t have to be that size.”

“You’d rather I hung around the area for twenty minutes trying to find someone a few pounds less? Don’t be an asshole. He’s not that big, anyway.” She shot Alex a wicked little grin. “Besides, he was kinda sweet.”

He rose straight to the bait and scowled blackly at her. “Yeah, what the hell was all that about back there?”

“Oh, I figured that it’d be a real tragedy if he went through his whole life without ever getting to kiss even one girl. I thought I’d be generous. Give him something to remember.” She smiled sweetly at Alex. “Surely you’re not jealous?”

Alex made a disgusted-sounding noise and changed the subject. “Did he give you any trouble?”

Ginny laughed, genuinely. “You have gotta be kidding me. He practically fell over himself telling me he had no friends here. Open and shut.”

“Good. Help me get him locked in, will you?” Alex still looked pissed, but he managed to keep it out of his voice.

Between them, it wasn’t that hard to haul the merchandise over to one of the cages along the left side of the van, and tip it in face first. Once in place, its own size and weight kept it more or less upright, and it was only a moment to lock the holding bar in place. Ginny reached for a couple of self-locking plastic restraints. “You gag and hood him, and I’ll get him tied.”

Alex grunted and grabbed the ball gag and hood that were hanging from the cage door. Ginny wrapped a restraint around the merchandise’s ankles and pulled it savagely tight, then repeated the process with its wrists, pinioning its arms behind its back. It moaned faintly as the restraint cut into soft flesh.

Alex had heard the moan too, and once he’d locked the gag in place and covered the head, he quickly reached for his bag of tricks and started preparing an injection. Ginny left him to it and checked on the others. All quiet. The little junkie was horribly skinny, with arms like pincushions and a scarred, bony ass, but at least she didn’t smell as bad as the two hobos. To make matters worse, one of them had pissed himself under the influence of the anesthetic. She sighed and made a mental note to get Alex to disinfect the van once they’d unloaded.

She glanced around at him. Alex was putting his medical kit away, and looking longingly at the case bolted to the right-hand wall of the van. She shook her head. “Don’t even think about it.”

“What?” He sounded indignant.

“It’s a special order, remember? No playing.”

Alex pulled a face at her, then sat down on the bench, watching the new merchandise with a nasty glint in his eye. Ginny left him to it. She knocked twice on the driver access panel. “Miles, open up.” After a moment or two, he obliged.

“Well?” Miles was terse, as usual.

“Whacked, racked and packed. We’re solid.”

“Is that it?”

“Yeah, back to the barn.”

“You got it.” The partition slammed shut again.

Ginny sat down on the bench, letting the tension drain out of her. She suddenly felt exhausted, and rested her head in her hands. “Alex, keep an eye on number two and make sure she doesn’t come around. Apart from that, just keep quiet and don’t bother me unless something happens. And remember, no playing.” She ignored his pout and drifted off.

Ginny woke up once, briefly, and glanced around to check what had disturbed her. It was Alex. He’d rolled up the left sleeve of his shirt and was making small, delicate cuts in his forearm with one of his scalpels. It looked like he was trying to draw some sort of design in his own blood. He flinched each time he made an incision, mumbling obscenities and grimacing strangely in what might have been a smile. He was doing this with the van moving? Ginny resolved to cut him a bit of slack for a while, then blocked out his soft grunts and muttered curses, and went back to sleep.
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The factory was unusually busy when they finally made it back. Once the van had been cleared through the security check and allowed through the access tunnel, the place proved to be surprisingly hectic. Ginny sighed. Alex glanced over at her incuriously, then went back to picking his nails. Miles backed up into the bay he’d been directed to and cut the engine.

“It sounds like it may be a while before we get to unload this evening, Alex. Keep an eye on things, will you? I’ll find out what the score is and let you know as soon as I find out.” She made an effort to sound conciliatory.

“Sure, whatever.”

“Thanks.”

Ginny opened the back door of the van and hopped out. The factory was chaotic. Back in the sixties, it had been a vegetable processing and packaging plant for one of the major retailers, and traces of its old purpose were still visible. Grooved tracks led from each of the loading bays out toward where the main hoppers and storage tanks had once been, and the floor of the central area was pitted with holes that indicated the path of the conveyor tracks. That was then, of course. Things were a lot more advanced now.

Three small trucks were parked in bays alongside the van. Ginny didn’t recognize any of them, as usual. She knew the other resident teams, but they never rubbed shoulders—it was a strict rotation, one week on, three out-of-state.

Liam Wickman was standing in front of the second truck. He looked harassed—his thinning hair was less tidy than usual, and his suit looked like he’d been sleeping in it. He was going over some piece of paperwork with a lean Chinese guy. He caught sight of Ginny and beckoned to her. “Will you come over here a for moment, Ginny?”

She made her way round to the front of the truck, passing the lean guy as he moved to the back of the vehicle. “Sure thing, boss.”

“Did you come across any problems on your run?” His voice had a faint lilt, always more noticeable when he was under pressure. “Nope.” She smiled. “It all went like clockwork.”

“How about that special request I had for you?”

“Easy.”

“You’re a good girl, Ginny. Thank you. We’ll get you unloaded as soon as we can, but as you can see, things are a little busy right now.”

“Anything I can help with?”

Liam shook his head. “No, that’s okay. We’ve got plenty of people on hand. It’s just taking a while to get everything smoothed out. You know what devils the Triads are for formality and paperwork. The cargo think they’re getting jobs making sportswear, and I’d rather they didn’t catch on until after someone’s had a chance to get them all split up and horsed out of their heads. It’ll make their trip to LA that much easier.”

Ginny’s heart sank. “You’re not going to want us to take any of them out there, are you? I don’t think I can handle another two-week road trip with the boys just yet.”

Liam grinned at her expression and shook his head. “No need to worry. They’re going to the 1%ers, and they’ll be sending people here to collect them. They’ll do the distribution to the various chapters themselves.”

“That’s a relief.” Ginny smiled.

“Yeah, I don’t like long-haul exposure any more than you do.”

“Any unnecessary exposure is foolish.” An unexpected voice cut in, making Ginny jump. She turned, hand reflexively twitching toward the taser.

Matthew Flock was a little over six feet tall, with shoulder-length honey-blond hair, chiseled cheekbones and blue eyes that seemed to glitter in his pale face. He always dressed as if he were about to head out somewhere spectacular for dinner. Very good looking, but hard and cruel with it. He had a creepy habit of staying really still too, like he only moved when absolutely necessary. She briefly wondered how he’d managed to get so close without her noticing—she was supposed to be better than that—but the factory was pretty noisy, and she’d been distracted.

“Good evening Matthew. Everything okay?” Liam seemed at ease. How the two of them had ended up working together was beyond her.

“Indeed.” The voice matched the man perfectly: cold, elegant, unpleasant. He gestured at Ginny. “This is your active operator?”

Liam nodded. “Yeah, this is Ginny.”

“Good.” Ginny wondered if he’d even heard Liam speak her name. “Is she reliable?”

Ginny started to make some sarcastic comment, but Liam leaped in and cut her off, shooting her a strong warning glance.

“Yes, she’s reliable.”

Matthew turned to her then, and his eyes seemed to bore into the back of her skull. “Very well. I have a task for you, girl. Do not fail at it, and your worst nightmares will not be forced upon you. Do you understand?”

Ginny had to fight a sudden, inexplicable urge to look at the floor and shuffle her feet like a frightened schoolgirl. She tried to work out why she wasn’t spitting fire. “I get the picture. What do you need?”

“I require ownership of a specific pair of young women. Sisters. You are to befriend them swiftly, lure them into your custody and bring them to me unsullied. My partner will provide you with the requisite details.”

“That shouldn’t be too tricky.”

“Pray it is not. Their acquisition is considered important by my superiors. I have assured them that it will be a simple matter. To have it prove otherwise would be embarrassing. I do not like to be embarrassed, girl.”

Ginny nodded nervously. “I understand.”

Matthew turned abruptly and stalked off toward the main offices. Ginny let out a huge sigh of relief. Immediately, fear and resentment started to surface in roughly equal amounts.

Liam looked at her sympathetically. “Is that the first time you’ve spoken to Matthew?”

She nodded, not trusting herself to answer.

“He can be a bit forceful. Try not to take it personally. It’s just the way he is.”

Ginny wrestled her emotions back under control. “Okay, boss. Whatever you say. I still think he’s a prick, though.”

Liam looked a bit uncomfortable. “Well, keep that to yourself, all right?”

She nodded again.

“Good. You can go and unwind once you’ve unloaded the cargo. I’ll give you the details on this next collection just as soon as I get them. There’ll be a bonus in it for you, too, so don’t worry about that. Be careful, okay?”

“Of course.”

“Thanks, Ginny. Looks like the Triad boys have finished delivering their takeout, so you can dump the rest of your catch first, if you want.”

“Will do.”

Liam smiled. “Great. Talk to you tomorrow. Sleep well.” He headed off toward the main offices.

Better him than me, Ginny decided. Matthew was in there somewhere.

A couple of porters unloaded the hobos and the battered junkie, and carted them off to the pens. Once they were clear, Alex looked at her expectantly. “What about King Kong there?”

She smiled. “Tell you what. Wake it up, and then you can tell it. Okay?”

He grinned nastily. “I can live with that.”

Ginny nodded. “Make sure you do.”

It took a couple of minutes to wrestle the merchandise out of the cage and lay it out on the floor of the van. They propped it on its side, ankles and wrists still locked together. Ginny took the mask off while Alex prepared an injection to throw off the effects of the tranquilizer that he had administered earlier.

It was only a short wait before the merchandise came round. It looked pained, confused and scared, and, when it caught sight of Ginny, it also managed to look hurt. It started to try to say something through the gag, but Alex was ready for that. He slapped it hard round the face.

Ginny made her way to the door. As she left, Alex looked into the merchandise’s eyes, grinned nastily and recited Speech Number Three. “Keep your mouth shut, you piece of shit. If you cause any trouble whatsoever, you’ll fucking regret it. I’m not going to damage you unless I have to—”

A muffled scream indicated that Alex had thumped the merchandise hard in the nuts to illustrate the point. “But that doesn’t mean that I can’t cause you a hell of a lot of pain if I feel the need. You want to make sure I don’t feel the need, loser. I bet you’re wondering what’s going to happen to you, right? It’s good news, asshole. We’re not going to kill you. We’re not even going to rape you. No, we’re going to sell you. For a rather impressive sum of money, you’ll be glad to hear. No one will find you or come to your rescue. Forget your hopes and dreams, forget your family and friends, forget your name and home. You’ll never, ever know any of those things again. You’ll wish for death a million times or more before she finally comes for you. Have a nice day.”


Chapter One

A Night in the Life of…

Someone had been busy causing some spectacular trouble over the last couple of weeks.

On August 22nd, a two-man police patrol called for backup to deal with an armed mugger who’d been distressing the residents of Aurora, Illinois. When the second car arrived, the four officers followed the man into a small network of service alleys, and then vanished. They were found two hours later by a nervous fellow officer investigating their disappearance, who eventually had to be taken care of. The mugger was splayed out in the middle of an alley with his eviscerated intestines draped around him in a particularly tasteless imitation of a crime scene chalk outline. One officer was impaled on each of the mugger’s limbs, with the hand (or foot) having been forced down the officer’s throat to the shoulder (or mid-thigh). As an apparent afterthought, all ten eyes had been removed and piled inside the mugger’s gaping mouth. The chief of police obediently ordered a news blackout regarding the atrocity, and although rumors spread, no one really knew anything for sure.

But the next incident had been impossible to cover up. Four days later, a number of individuals broke in to the local zoo and slaughtered approximately half of the assorted sheep, goats, pigs, foxes, otters, llamas and elks that were available. None of the birds were harmed. All of the carcasses were beheaded, and the heads were hidden around the zoo grounds—behind bushes, under benches and so on, like Easter eggs. Some of the carcasses were crucified and carved with meaningless but unpleasant-looking symbols. Surveillance equipment was destroyed in the raid, but examination of the carcasses suggested that the carnage had taken several hours. Local journalists naturally described the raid as satanic.

Aurora remained peaceful until September 7th, but that night more than made up for the respite. An hour or two after sunset, one of the more popular local coffee bars went up in flames. Despite the best efforts of the local fire department—and the fact that the bar was glass-fronted—none of the customers managed to escape the blaze. In fact, none of them even got out of their seats. The official reports suggested that fumes had overcome the unfortunate victims before the fire became obvious. The fact that all fourteen had been killed by a single brutal slash to the throat (so savage that two of them were almost decapitated) was not made public. The city was shocked and traumatized—only three of the victims had been older than twenty-two—but even so, it might not have been disastrous.

Just a few minutes before dawn on September 8th, however, a prominent merchant banker named Brendon Douglas was stabbed through the heart with a two-foot long oak stake and left in the middle of one of the more popular commuter routes into Chicago. Rather than simply run the body over, some Good Samaritan stopped and called the police and ambulance services. Officers were unable to reach the scene before the sun rose, and Mr. Douglas, a who had quietly been a resident of Illinois for more than one hundred and fifty years, was consumed by fire. Police enforced another news blackout, rounded up as many of the witnesses as they could find, and explained all about modern terror techniques, incendiary devices, booby traps and so on.

Three doubters required extensive memory modification, and one unhappy local journalist had a tragic accident that night, but some witnesses must have already made off, because the story started to spread. Some of the wilder rumormongers were linking it to the other incidents and suggesting that Aurora was haunted, or that a bunch of kids were under demonic possession. The Prince of Chicago asked for urgent assistance later that night, and was granted the immediate services of the nearest archon.

Lucky me, Theo thought sourly. Four weeks of investigation into the Milwaukee incident straight down the drain. Paschek had not been sympathetic, however—”I’m not interested in your theories, Archon Bell. Mortals are mortals. Your job is to enforce the traditions, not to invent new enemies. We have more than enough of those as it is. Find the idiots responsible for this mess and kill them before they make things even worse. That’s an order.”

When Theo got to Aurora on September 9th, he discovered that a couple of the locals who fancied themselves as sleuths had been poking around over the last twenty-four hours and already had some good leads. They were as concerned as the rest of the city’s vampires, and seemed genuinely pleased to see him. Their prime suspect was—surprise, surprise—an anarch group, supposedly holed up in a disused commercial building on the Aurora-Naperville border. The locals had even drawn Theo a little map, to show him where the unit was. They’d stopped short of decorating it with doodled hearts and flowers—but only just.

The unit wasn’t anything special to look at from the outside. Some distance away from its nearest neighbors, there was nothing about it that would attract attention. Its shabby chain-link fence surrounded a big, concrete yard, already a bit straggly with weeds. The gates had some weather-stained signs warning trespassers away, but no logos or other identifiers. The building itself sat to the back of the yard, long and fairly low. The windows and doors were all boarded up, and twelve-foot metal shutters sealed off a loading bay or warehouse entrance. A tall Dumpster stood in one corner of the yard, near a stack of empty wooden pallets, bits of scrap metal and other miscellaneous crap.

A guard walked slowly around the front of the unit. He wore a tacky brown-and-khaki uniform—particularly nasty in the piss-yellow light of the streetlamps—and carried a nightstick and a flashlight. He looked like a standard rent-a-cop, slouching around bored with stooped shoulders and a bit of a paunch. Theo had been watching him for thirty minutes. The man spent a little over ten minutes loitering near the front corner of the building looking out over the yard, then walked along the front, checked round the back briefly—only the front had windows—and then returned to lurk at the other corner.

As soon as Theo was satisfied that the guard had his back to him, he crossed the road and crouched down by the edge of the fence keeping the Dumpster and pallets between the guard and him. He put his shotgun down, then grabbed hold of the bottom edge of the fence, and peeled it up from the ground very slowly, to minimize the noise. It was a lot tougher than it looked. He could feel the blood seething in his muscles as he strained to open a gap he could fit through. When the space was finally big enough, he slipped through, pulled his gun in after him and then forced the fence back down into some sort of rough approximation of shape again as slowly and silently as he’d opened it. Absently rubbing a grumbling shoulder, he scuttled behind the stack of pallets.

The guard had paused in his pacing and was looking over in Theo’s direction. That settled it; his senses were uncannily sharp. The guard pulled out his flashlight, thumbed it on and shined it toward the Dumpster and pallets, shading his eyes from the glare of the streetlights with his other hand. Theo cursed softly to himself and froze in place. The guard took slow, uncertain steps toward his hiding place. An almost overpowering urge to leap up and rip the enemy into bloody shreds surged through Theo, but he crushed it ruthlessly. Softly. After a long, lingering stare, the guard sagged a little, then turned round and continued his walk.

As soon as the guard went round the side of the building, Theo leaped up and ran across the yard. The blood burst into his muscles, hot and fierce, filling him with its power. At the edge of his vision, the fence blurred as he shot forward like a bullet. He held his shotgun tight against his side, to stop it from bouncing, and went straight to the left-most window. Thirty seconds didn’t leave much in the way of slack. He looked around cautiously, then put his gun down and pushed on the board blocking the window, softly at first, but quickly piling on pressure. After a few moments, it started to give way with a soft screech of tortured nails.

As soon as one edge came loose, Theo grabbed it to stop the board falling and kept the pressure on. With a small popping noise, the board gave way, slipping back against what felt like thick drapes. He braced his forearm on the empty window frame and managed to keep the board from hitting the floor. He lowered it gently, grabbed his gun and slipped inside. He pushed the drapes aside and propped the board back in place.

Theo checked his watch. Twenty-two seconds total.

It was darker inside the building, but not pitch black. The drapes covered both windows—even more of a giveaway than the ghoul on patrol out front—but the door to the room was open, and a dim light shone in from the corridor.

The room he was in appeared to be a disused office. There was a desk and chair, and a bookcase, but all of it was covered with dust and cobwebs, and there was no sign of paperwork or personal effects.

Theo leaned up against the wall for a moment, closed his eyes and concentrated on the feel of old, dusty rooms and disused emptiness. His mind calmed, and the world seemed to take a slow, reluctant step back. The impression solidified into a strong sensation of dislocation, and he opened his eyes, feeling a little more secure.

He moved to the doorway, keeping out of the light just in case, and listened for any sounds of activity. After contenting himself that there was nothing to break the silence, he stepped back into the shadow of the room and looked out into the hallway.

The corridor ran for a hundred or more feet of cheap green-checked vinyl flooring and institutional yellow walls. A number of dead light fixtures hung from the ceiling. Only the one at the far end was actually working, but the naked bulb was just about enough. Every twenty feet or so, a door opened up to the right, toward the front of the building, helping to break the monotony a little. Theo waited quietly for a moment or two, then started down the hallway cautiously, holding a mental image of the empty corridor, checking the hunting knife in his belt as he did so.

Most of the doors along the hallway were open. Theo approached each carefully, looking through the doorways as much as possible before passing the open space. The rooms all looked as neglected as the one Theo had broken into, a succession of dusty, crap-filled offices and storerooms. When he finally got to the end of the corridor, he waited for several minutes. There were occasional faint noises, but even he couldn’t make them out, so he tried the door slowly. It opened easily, and he slipped through and into the broad hallway beyond.

The new area marked the obvious transition from office space to commercial activity. The floor and walls were bare concrete, adorned here and there with a variety of graffiti tags, scrawls and signs. Some sort of glass-fronted control booth was a short distance off to the right, and to the other side of the doorway, a flight of concrete steps led upward. The hallway itself terminated in a large, solid-looking door, and there were definitely voices somewhere on the other side. After the quiet of the last quarter hour, the noise grated on his nerves like a scream.

Theo paused for a moment to build an image of an expanse of plain concrete, then crossed quickly to the control booth and looked around. Several banks of miscellaneous switches were obviously connected to a variety of systems around the building. An old fire route chart on the back wall of the booth gave a stylized layout of the building.

It appeared that the sturdy door at the end of the corridor led straight out onto a large, open work space. Smaller rooms opened off it along the far wall. It would probably have been used as warehousing originally, or as a site to base an assembly line of some sort. A high balcony wound around three sides of the space, leading to a long room that ran the length of the far wall, above the smaller rooms below.

Satisfied, Theo left the control room and started quietly making his way up the stairs. He was just past the halfway landing when something made him nervous—a scent in the air perhaps, or a sound he hadn’t quite noticed. He froze in place, listening carefully. A quick, faint rustle of clothing informed him that someone had just shifted position, some feet past the top of the stairs by the sound of it. Theo gently lowered his gun to the floor, pulled his knife out and tucked himself in against the left-hand wall of the staircase. He then continued up slowly, as soundless as a ghost, the image of empty stairs held firm.

When his head reached the level of the top stair, Theo froze again and looked for the source of the noise he had heard. A door maybe ten feet away led out onto the balcony. A man lounged in the doorway, all black leather, silver chains, spikes and wild hair, casually dangling a light automatic weapon of some sort from one hand. He was watching something going on in the room downstairs, looking vaguely disgruntled. He didn’t breathe.

The guard had his back to the stairs, so Theo continued up silently, coming into a crouch as he reached the top. Staying close to the wall, Theo crept toward him. As Theo got close to the door, the guard turned idly on some half-perceived awareness, and shot a glance back down the stairs. Theo froze, just a foot or two out of optimum strike range, and thought about concrete walls, and being an unobtrusive part of the background. The guard’s glance swept right over him, and the vampire turned back to watching the proceedings below.

Two more steps, and Theo suddenly forced himself into top gear. It was as if the blood instantly boiled throughout his body. He felt the pressure of it, raw energy bursting out into his muscles and filling him with power. The world crashed down around him, slipping into slow motion. He shot straight up out of his crouch, clamping one hand round the guard’s mouth and effortlessly plucking the gun away from his loose grip with the other. He then pulled back away from the doorway and toward the stairs, dragging the guard with him. Before the punk had even had time to blink in astonishment, Theo had him pinned flat on his back at the top of the stairs, the blade of the hunting knife pressing cruelly into his throat.

Theo put a bit more pressure on the knife blade, letting it cut skin and draw a few beads of blood, and stared into the guard’s frightened eyes, his gaze drilling holes in the back of the punk’s skull. The vampire’s will was flabby from years of thoughtless self-indulgence, and further weakened by fear, shock and lack of conviction. It was pathetically easy to crush the veneer of rebellious ego and get through to the frightened little child beneath.

“Stay exactly as you are until I release you no matter what happens, without moving a muscle or making a sound, and I might let you live.” The guard nodded once, softly, already terrorized into obedience. Theo eased off him a bit, and when the punk didn’t react, he cautiously took his hand from his mouth, ready to slam it back down if he started to call for help. The guard just lay there, as mesmerized as a rabbit caught in headlamps.

Theo took the clip out of the vampire’s gun and left him there, went back to get his shotgun, and then focused inward again, stilling his mind and thinking about the dark concrete floor. Everything seemed to go soft around the edges again. He crossed to the doorway, looking out. The balcony was concrete-floored, with a flimsy metal fence along the open side. Beneath the balcony, the warehouse floor stretched out for quite some distance. The big metal doors were visible at the far end, still closed. The place had been decked out like some sort of slumland studio apartment. Off to one side, a mess of old sofas and chairs surrounded a battered TV, stereo and other bits and pieces.

Further in, several large workbenches held all sorts of bits of electrical, mechanical and chemical equipment, a mad scientist’s personal junkyard. There even appeared to be a microwave oven. Nearer to the door, about a dozen people sat in some sort of meeting around two tables run end to end. By the way they moved, maybe five or six were vampires, the rest presumably ghouls. At the far end, a pair of terrified-looking mortals were gagged and bound to their chairs. Theo settled back into the shadow of the wall and crept around the balcony, crouched almost out of view, his mind full of shady concrete.

“I’ve had word from one or two of the usual sources. The inbreds are absolutely shitting themselves—running around like headless chickens. They don’t know what’s going on, and they’re scared to move in case they make things worse. One more push, and they’ll agree to anything to head us off.”

The speaker stood up, leaning over the table to emphasize her words. She was a tall, slender woman with long red hair that cascaded down to her waist, blond streaks running from each temple down her mane’s entire length. Her face was deceptively angelic, and something fascinating about her suggested power. She wore a tight-fitting black one-piece with a sharply studded belt fastened around her waist, with a billowy white shirt thrown over everything.

“We’re taking a hell of a risk, Polly. What if they decide to fight back? I’ve got a real shitty feeling about this.” This was from a tall, heavy-set man with cropped black hair and a face heavily tattooed with mock-Celtic spiral designs around his eyes and cheekbones. Despite the tattoos, his accent sounded local, and his voice was deeply concerned.

“What are they going to do? They don’t know where we are, how many of us there are, or even that we’re definitely responsible, and on top of that, the Minneapolis Triangle is making them all nervous. They’re not going to risk their precious asses. We’re perfectly safe. Besides which, don’t forget that Janos is watching the Aurora Elysium. If they started mobilizing or anything, he’d call. If they do anything, we’ll just split, nice and easy. We’ve still got that squat up toward Milwaukee. They’d never find us there.”

“I dunno,” said a slim, blond-haired young man in jeans and an Iron Maiden T-shirt. “I reckon Rod’s got a point. The zoo was fun, and those cops had it coming, but we shouldn’t have cacked that blue-blood. Not like that. The fucker was gagging for it, but leaving him out like that… I don’t like it. We went too far. We should get out while we can.” Some of the others around the table were nodding in agreement.

Theo came round the balcony to a point just a short distance from Polly and froze in place, his nerves singing their tension. He forced his thoughts still, and let the world wash over him.

“If you’re scared, maybe you should fuck off.” Polly’s voice was dripping with scorn, and even up on the balcony, Theo could feel the force of her willpower crackling behind it. “I don’t have any use for little boys who don’t have the balls to stand by their decisions. We agreed. You agreed, Mark. I thought maybe you were enough of a man to teach those fuckers a lesson.”

The blond guy squirmed uncomfortably. “I got what it takes, Polly, it’s just…” He trailed off, cowed by her glare.

“It’s just what, Marky?” She sounded threatening. “D’ya want me to kick you out? You want me to make you go back to sucking dick for the inbreds?”

“No Polly, don’t do that. Please.” Mark’s voice was suddenly
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