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ONE

Rage drove Nicholas on through the night. His thirst for vengeance would be sated only by blood, and it was the thought of that blood that fueled his fury. Blood that once, maybe a thousand years before, had run through the undead veins of his ancestor across the seas. Blood that had been stolen from Blaidd, the murdered Gangrel. Blood that Nicholas would reclaim for his lineage, for his clan.

But it would be another night that would see Nicholas’s vengeance satisfied, for the moon had already run its course across the blue-black sky. Mighty Orion, the hunter, had also completed his trek, and the faintest traces of pink and orange were becoming increasingly evident on the eastern horizon.

Unrelenting, Nicholas pressed the limits of his wolven form. Mile after mile fell away behind him. Already the wide plains of the Midwest, empty except for acres of winter wheat and the wind that danced through the stalks, were only a memory. It was on those plains, less than a day ago, that the truth had been revealed to him. Visited by another of the waking dreams that had plagued him over the past weeks, Nicholas had seen through the eyes of his great-great-grandsire as the most heinous of crimes among the Kindred had been committed against Blaidd. And though the deed was nearly a millennium past, Nicholas had laid eyes upon the perpetrator less than a fortnight ago, and each step, each mile that receded in the distance, left Nicholas closer to the criminal. Closer to justice.

Countless rolling hills of bluegrass passed almost without notice. Horse country. Nicholas had stopped only briefly to feed from an old roan, a creature that in ages past might have been a proud beast roaming the plains, but instead was the broken-down beast of burden of a struggling farmer. With an animal so large, it was easy for Nicholas to drink his fill without too adversely affecting his prey. As Nicholas fed, he grieved for the beast, fenced in amongst such squalor. Had Nicholas been in less of a hurry, or had there been signs of abuse on the horse, he would have stormed into the farmer’s shack and fed instead from him and his family. But what would have been the use? The roan, utterly domesticated, would have squandered the gift of freedom. Even without fence or tether, it would merely wander until other mortals placed a rope around its neck. It pained Nicholas to see the spirit of a fine beast so completely broken by the mortals.

Feeding was painful for Nicholas in other ways as well. For weeks now, as long as the dreams had been assailing him, each feeding had brought not relief from his hunger, but increased pain. It burned from within, as if his very blood boiled. Tonight, only the fury of his running had kept Nicholas from falling to the ground or going mad from the agony.

The blood curse. Nicholas had seen it in the city, had heard stories from Edward Blackfeather. Nicholas had hoped that returning to the nurturing wilds would cure him, but although the wide open spaces had helped him control the hunger and the madness somewhat, the curse clung to him like the stink of the city that could not be washed away.

Ahead, the Smoky Mountains loomed, less obstacle than milepost to Nicholas. It was a shame, he thought, that the dawn was breaking so chill and clear. The mountains, when bathed in the fog and mist for which they were named, were truly an awesome spectacle, and on the darkest and most overcast of mornings, Nicholas might have stolen another hour from the sunrise. But his time was nearly at an end for now. Soon he would have no choice but to sink into the ground, into the welcoming earth that protected him from the day.

Tomorrow night. He would enter again the accursed city, and vengeance would be his. Nicholas would exact justice. He would tear it from the flesh of the Gangrel-killer. Owain Evans. The Ventrue elder played the part of civilized gentry. He was gracious and polite, offered refreshments to his guests. But in his past, secrets were buried that, without question, damned him. The modern businessman had, at one point in time, dirtied his own hands. Nicholas had seen through curse-born dream the cruel pleasure Evans had taken in destroying the Gangrel’s great-great-grandsire. How many other Kindred had Evans murdered likewise in the intervening years? How many, Gangrel or otherwise, had fallen to this respectable elder? The other clans, Nicholas knew, derided the Gangrel, mocked their “beastly” ways. But who was the real beast—he who dealt forthrightly with his peers and was tied to no single place, or he who clung frightened to his city and fed upon his own, while pretending to adhere to some higher, sophisticated code?

Nicholas grunted. Too much thinking. He had been among the city Kindred too much of late. A burning was beginning to grow within him. He was so exhausted from his two nights of running that he couldn’t tell whether the pain was the protestation of muscles pushed beyond their limits, or the tiny pin-pricks of the sun’s first rays sizzling his skin like the bacon his mother had fried over an open flame back in Kiev so long ago. Or perhaps the pain was the hunger demanding attention, the yearning that only grew worse after any attempt to appease it, a reminder of the curse that had latched onto Nicholas his last time in the city. How would he bear it this time, going back among all the kine and their buildings and roads and automobiles?

But that was not the most important problem, Nicholas reminded himself as he began to sink down into the rich earth. There were age-old wrongs to be redressed, offenses ten times Nicholas’s age to be set right.

Owain Evans would pay for his crimes. That Nicholas swore. On the blood of his ancestry, the blood that Nicholas would savor as he drained it from Evans’s tattered body, Nicholas swore. As he became one with the soil beneath the emerging rays of the sun, his pain, for a brief while, drained away. His fury did not.
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Owain had retreated into the study to seek the comfort of solitude. He wanted nothing to do with his uninvited houseguest, or with the swirling tempest of Atlanta’s Kindred politics, which Owain would doubtless be dragged into more fully. There were also the day-to-day responsibilities that he had been ignoring for the past few weeks as other matters had loomed, and without his servant ghoul Randal to attend to such details, more of the burden fell back onto Owain.

Damnation! he thought. How, of all things, can I run off to Spain right now?

With Prince Benison’s decrees of the night before clamping down on the liberties of the anarchs, trouble was sure to follow. Owain, as elder and all-but-in-name primogen, might be called upon to help maintain order. Or there was always the possibility that he might be able to gain some advantage through the likely turmoil. Benison’s wife Eleanor, Ventrue like Owain, would be in a difficult spot, her loyalty tested between her husband and Baylor, her justicar sire who would undoubtedly frown upon Benison’s decrees. Antagonizing the anarchs was most likely not at the head of the Camarilla agenda these days. Anything that distracted from the organization’s endeavor to survive the curse would be a liability. For Eleanor’s position to be compromised, either she would have to become estranged from Benison, or more likely Benison himself would be disciplined by the Camarilla for his rash actions. The prince could be censured or even removed from power. But who would step in to pick up the mantle of authority in Atlanta? Certainly neither brainless Marlene nor Thelonious the Brujah. Aunt Bedelia was too far removed from reality, though less than she let on, Owain suspected. Aurelius would never leave the sewer long enough to be of any use, and though Hannah would be an able administrator, she was far from inspiring, and at any rate, it was doubtful the Camarilla would let a Tremere move to the fore. There was too much distrust from the other clans.

Owain’s eyebrows rose at the thought that no suitable successor to Benison dwelled within the city. None except perhaps…Owain himself?

He smacked himself lightly on the cheek several times. What vampire in his right mind would even want to be prince? Owain wondered. In his right mind. That explains how Benison got the job. Owain couldn’t believe that he’d even entertained the ludicrous idea at all. He was not enough of a recognized factor within the Camarilla to assume a position of such prominence. He was too much the outsider, too much an unknown quantity. And that was how he liked it. Owain had had his day in the sun, so to speak. He had been the controlling force behind the small Welsh kingdom of Rhufoniog for two hundred years. There was more to be gained, he had finally realized, from remaining even further behind the scenes, and he had stuck to that strategy for the past seven centuries or so.

No point tampering with what works, he decided.

But was it working? He had survived longer than most of his kind, but after the past few weeks, nothing in his undead existence was certain. The predictable routine that Owain’s nights and months and years had fallen into was utterly shattered. The siren had seen to that. Owain stretched back in his chair. He pressed with his hands against the large ornate desk at which he sat. The solidity and weight of the piece of furniture was reassuring, as was the smooth grain of the black walnut. A very hard wood, it had not been easy for the carpenter to work with, and Owain had paid a handsome price for the desk, even back in the century of its origin. Later modifications, such as the installation of an intercom into the structure, were regrettable concessions to modernity that displeased him more and more as time passed. He wished he had not sullied its pristine beauty so, but had refrained from having the situation corrected for fear of further marring the integrity of the piece. What was done was done. The desk served as something of a grim reminder of so many unfortunate decisions.

The commonplace book that lay on the desk before Owain was a reminder in different ways. The cover of the book was several shades lighter than the walnut beneath. There were no markings or inscriptions on the smooth leather. It had been disturbing enough when the original embroidered cover had deteriorated well beyond the possibility of repair. Owain could still envision the design that had graced the cover—Welsh grouse trussed, from the crest of House Rhufoniog—when the original owner had given him the book. Angharad. She had been done such a great disservice by House Rhufoniog, but still she had retained her loyalty. So had Owain, until years later.

He had hated to replace that cover, but still the book held special meaning. Even without markings, Owain knew he could never mistake it for another, or another for it. Place it amidst a library of thousands identical to it, and he would pick it out with hardly a glance. Unlike many elder Kindred, there were few heirlooms that Owain valued, but those that he did—this book, his sword—were irreplaceable for reasons beyond the reach of his vast wealth. The contents of the book were largely inconsequential: handwritten bits of scripture, common sayings, countless scribblings in two distinct hands and a handful of languages. But still Owain could not bring himself to relegate it to a glass case where its life might be lengthened.

What kind of life would that be? he wondered. A book like this was meant to be handled, to be touched. That was what Owain needed it for, at any rate—reminding him of and connecting him to his humanity of centuries past. There was little other actual use for the book. Finding the reference to absinthe several months ago was probably the first time he had needed information from the tome in several years. And when was the last time he had written in it? Curious, he took it from the desk and gingerly turned the stiff parchment pages, so as not to crack them or strain the aged binding, until he found the last entry. The legible but less than technically perfect handwriting was unmistakably his own, though the words were rendered in Spanish. After all, he remembered upon seeing the text, he had been living in Toledo for over a hundred years when it was written.

Earlier tonight I sat atop the walls near Bad Yehudin, Jews’ Gate. Behind me, fires burned in the Jewish quarter. In the days to come, the Jews will be blamed for the fires—”criminals hiding evidence of their crimes,” people will say, or “laying deathtraps for devout Christians.” But it was those “devout” Christians who could not even wait to loot until the Jews were driven from their homes. I have no religious sensibilities left to lead me to persecute them.

Before me as I sat atop the wall, an endless procession of Jews streamed into the night, beyond the Basilica de Santa Leocadia, beyond the limit of even my sight. Ferdinand and Isabella have their wish. The Jews will be gone from Spain, and both a proud people and this kingdom will suffer.

The Jews will suffer the most, however. They will go…to Portugal? France? Will they find any better there than what they leave? I doubt it will be so. Their possessions on carts, on horses, on their own backs, the descendants of Don Samuel are laid as low as any. And for what? For much the same reason I was chased from my lost Wales. At least I had the luxury of contributing to my own misfortune.

The last sentence surprised Owain. Seeing the words, he remembered crouching on the wall that night as the Jews were leaving the city, expelled as they were from all of Spain. But how could he have thought that he had contributed to his own expulsion from Wales? Obviously, not quite two hundred years after his exodus, he hadn’t had the proper perspective, the broader historical overview, to realize that the fault lay entirely with the Normans and the Ventrue conquerors who accompanied them driving the native Ventrue of Britain before them.

At any rate, Owain reminded himself, his past misconceptions were of little concern. He had written that last entry just over five hundred years ago. Though he had not placed the commonplace book in a museum or in a hermetically sealed container, for more than five centuries he had added nothing new to it. So why have I bothered to keep it? he wondered. Nostalgia? Self-pity?

Owain’s introspective mood began to turn dark. For that matter, what have I done since my last awakening? It had been roughly three hundred years since he had last emerged from torpor, and though in that time he had traveled across the great Atlantic and constructed a relatively vast financial empire, in many ways those endeavors had been merely going through the motions. Owain had taken little pleasure or satisfaction in his accomplishments. This book, the desk it rested upon, the objects that were of any value to him, these were only visions of the past. They held no meaning, no value, in and of themselves in this modern day. Owain felt suddenly, looking at the book, that he might as well have spent the centuries in a hermetically sealed pine box, himself a relic of bygone days, surrounded by the present but not really a part of it.

That was the predictable routine of his lingering nights that the siren had shattered. While the objects guarded Owain’s memories of the past, the siren had reawakened the feelings of the past, emotions he had not experienced so acutely for centuries. He truly had been the living dead.

No more!

The commonplace book open before him, Owain reached for his gold-accented fountain pen. For the briefest of moments, he hesitated, nib fractions of an inch above parchment. Then he lowered the pen and wrote: “What would Angharad think?”

The words, the last spoken by Albert before Benison had slammed a stake through the condemned Malkavian’s heart, had been echoing in Owain’s mind since last night. How ironic, Owain thought, that they should be given form in this book that Angharad had given him so long ago. Perhaps expelled onto parchment, they would not haunt him for countless nights to come. Perhaps.

Owain capped his pen. He reached for his blotter but then paused and just watched as the ink soaked into the parchment. The new words were so much darker than those that had been on the page for hundreds of years. The dichotomy was unnerving, this mingling of the ancient and the modern, but Owain would have to accustom himself to it. The past had been forcefully thrust upon the present in recent weeks. There were too many coincidences, Owain realized, seeing the patterns in hindsight. Reminders of Angharad—in the siren’s song, in Albert’s last words. And all had coincided with the spread of the curse.

Owain had witnessed the carnage of the Black Death during his years in France. Many had pronounced it a judgment of God, the coming of the apocalypse. This curse had made similarly deadly inroads among the Kindred as the Black Death had among mortals. Cainites were growing wary of one another, those who had not already succumbed to the curse. Some were calling it the onset of the Endtime, of Gehenna. Even Prince Benison believed the curse to be a divine reprisal against wayward subjects of the night. His decrees, basically repressing the anarchs, were supposed to rectify that situation somehow and restore supernatural favor. More likely, Owain suspected, the decrees would only serve to further damage the thin social fabric of the Kindred world, that which was already dangerously frayed by the curse.

The strange visions, too, that were plaguing Owain had begun shortly after the spread of the curse. Was there actually a connection running through it all, or like the inept historian, was Owain erroneously attributing cause and effect where there were none?

Lost in thought, Owain did not anticipate the knock on the study door, and before he even responded, short, dark Miguel let himself into the study. “Buenos noches, mi hermano.” His shoulder-length hair was slicked back, his mouth spread open in a disturbing smile that exposed his misaligned teeth.

I am not your brother, Owain instinctively wanted to say, but he restrained himself. No good could come from unnecessarily antagonizing this irritating but dangerous vampire.

“The hour grows late,” Miguel continued, unperturbed by Owain’s silence. “We must leave soon. Are you packed?”

Demonstrating forced calm, Owain, the gracious host, smiled. “I’m afraid I can’t get away this evening.”

Miguel, remaining in the doorway, cocked his head to the side and, with an exaggerated motion, cupped a hand by his ear. “Que?”

Owain maintained his rigid smile. “I must put certain affairs in order before I could go anywhere. But don’t let me stop you. I can catch up.”

Miguel laughed. It was a loud, grating sound. “But, mi hermano, I have made arrangements for both of us to travel.”

The ticking of the clock on the shelf seemed to grow louder to fill the silence in the room. Owain took measure of his guest. Obviously Miguel had his orders and would not be swayed, and in the end, Owain would have little choice but to respect the summons from El Greco. Most likely it was pride that drove Owain, but he could not bring himself to give in to the perverse little Spaniard. Not yet.

“Well, mi hermano,” Owain asserted through clenched teeth, “I suppose you will just have to make other arrangements.”

Miguel, his patience cracking around the edges, stalked over to the desk and glared down at Owain. “You deny El Greco’s request?”

Slowly Owain stood to his full height behind the desk, allowing him, in turn, to glower down at Miguel. “You misunderstand, my little amigo,” said Owain. “Our mutual friend asked me in his message, which you seem to be familiar with, to ‘come to Toledo with all possible haste.’ For me to leave tonight—it is not possible.”

The two faced one another across the desk. Owain knew he had made his point, but it was a victory of style rather than substance. He would be traveling with this detestable man soon.

Miguel took a step back from the desk. “Very well, then,” he conceded. “When will it be possible for you to accompany me back to our lovely city of Toledo?” His tone was still demanding.

Enjoying the upper hand for the moment, Owain made a great show of mulling over this question for several moments. “Normally, I would say a matter of weeks at the very least.” Owain almost laughed as Miguel tensed and his eyes grew wide. “But for El Greco,” Owain continued before Miguel could protest, “I will leave…tomorrow.”

For an instant, Miguel did not trust what he had heard. He expected trickery, or a challenge of some sort, but as Owain’s response sunk in, a genuine smile blossomed across Miguel’s face. He quickly tried to hide his relief, as if it was a matter of course that they would leave tomorrow. “Very well, then,” said Miguel, businesslike. “Tomorrow. I will make the arrangements.”

“You do that, Miguel,” said Owain. He remained standing until Miguel had scurried out of the room and the door was again closed.

It was no use, Owain decided. He could not hide his dislike for Miguel. The little weasel invades my study as if he were in his own home. What good is knocking if he doesn’t bother to wait for a reply? Of course, if Miguel had waited for an invitation, Owain probably would have left him standing in the hall the entire night. Miguel always had been a prickly type, and with Owain in a bad mood most centuries, the two had never gotten along particularly well. Owain took some small satisfaction in having delayed their departure; it had always been a question of when they would leave for Toledo, not if, despite whatever Owain might say.

As his thoughts turned to Toledo and El Greco, Owain’s gaze drifted toward the chess board in the alcove before the window seat. He and El Greco had measured their gamesmanship, one against the other, for centuries now, and excepting this recent game, Owain had generally enjoyed the upper hand. Absent-mindedly, Owain stood and went to the board. Now that his energies had been drawn to weightier matters, he was able to examine the game a bit more dispassionately. He was still amazed at how El Greco had managed, in one move, to transform the game from a near route for Owain to an assured victory for himself. Owain scratched the stubble on his young-looking face. Such subtlety, executed to perfection, was not the norm for El Greco. He aspired to subtlety, but rarely possessed the patience necessary to succeed. An anarch who has survived beyond his time, Owain thought of El Greco as, but the old anarch had certainly blindsided Owain in this game. Though the anger was more controllable now, just looking at the board still raised Owain’s ire and did little to ease the mood of the night that, already, Miguel had quite ably soured.

Owain returned to his desk. There were actually arrangements that needed to be taken care of. He had not put off Miguel purely out of spitefulness, though that was largely the reason. Owain had still not responded to Lorenzo Giovanni’s request for information regarding several Atlanta Kindred. It was a simple enough favor and would go far in cementing favorable relations with the Giovanni clan’s local representative. Also, Owain had not decided whether he should have his driver and most dependable ghoul, Kendall Jackson, accompany him to Spain, or if she should stay behind to manage the estate. She did not yet, Owain supposed, know enough about his financial affairs to be much help in Atlanta, so he might as well take her with him. Besides, she had proven herself useful in tight situations, and Owain didn’t fancy traveling anywhere near his Sabbat “allies” without a pair of day-time eyes.

There were other details to attend to, though for a moment Owain entertained the perverse idea of having a bit of sport with Miguel and delaying their departure for another night or two.
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Blackfeather curled inward—one leg folded beneath him, the other hugged to his chest. He beat time with one foot, marking the passage of clouds across the moon.

Wa-Kan-Kan Ya-Wa-On-We.

In a holy manner I live.

For the third time tonight, his quarry had narrowly eluded him, seeming to vanish entirely from the face of this world. Still, the beast could not be far and Blackfeather was a peerless hunter.

A lesser hunter would have given up the chase as darkness fell, masking the nearly imperceptible signs along the path—the bent stalk of grass, the crushed leaf, the displaced pebble, the nettle-snared tuft of fur. A mortal hunter scoured a trail in the wake of his prey. His gaze focused ever downwards, scrutinizing the earth, wringing it for answers.

Blackfeather had not even risen until well after sunset. He was not in the least inconvenienced by the shadows and silences that lay thick upon the land. Quite the contrary. It was the intensity of the light and bustle of the day that was most likely to distract him, to make him uneasy, to throw him off the trail.

His preternatural senses were finely tuned to the half-light of the stars and waning moon. He could travel more swiftly than a horse over treacherous ground without ever missing the small telltale signs of his quarry as he raced along.

But now the trail had grown cold and Blackfeather had come to rest. He sat in the middle of the trail, carefully folded in upon himself, slowly tapping one foot. He did not fear obscuring the subtle signs of the beast’s passage. He knew full well that there were no such signs to obscure. This prey left no mark of its passing upon the earth.

Blackfeather ignored the ground entirely. His head was thrown back, his attention was turned upward. His gaze remained unfocused. His sight blurred at the edges as if scanning for something in the realm of the peripheral.

Nothing.

No sign of the beast, his counterpart, his nemesis. No sense of its presence.

The tapping of his foot slowed. Time seemed to stretch away before him, matching its pace to the rhythm of his foot.

The change was imperceptible at first. His first clue was that the cloud that was passing across the moon seemed to pause midcourse. It hung suspended, inverted, as if waiting for the next footstep to fall.

Then the moon itself seemed to stretch, to lengthen. It grew oblong, a lustrous egg perched high above him in a nest of translucent cloud. A shadow fell across Blackfeather’s face and he thought of the Thunderbird, Lord of the Heavens, whose talons struck sparks of lightning from the mountaintops at the four corners of the world.

Blackfeather whispered a silent prayer that the beast might not take the form of the Thunderbird this night. He watched the egg as carefully as ever a mother eagle had sat sentry over her nest.

His fears soon proved groundless. The moon continued its transformation, and Blackfeather allowed himself a slight sigh of relief. By the time he had again drawn ritual breath, the moon had stretched itself into an arc, forming a wide road of light across the night sky. Blackfeather noted that the stars were likewise lengthening, expanding into the middle distance. They kept pace with the wayward moon, following its passage from east to west.

It seemed to Blackfeather that he was taking in their entire night’s journey at a single glance. Time had spread its bounty before him. He picked out a single arcing star at random from the feast of lights, studied it intently. Rigel, he decided after a moment, the radiant heel of Orion, the Hunter. A fine omen.

He soon picked out Betelgeuse and, having caught the Hunter’s eye, had little difficulty making out the three jewels of his belt. The constellation curled in upon itself as it stretched across the night sky in pursuit of its elusive quarry. Each of its component stars spanned the entire vault of the sky from horizon to horizon, both racing and motionless in the same instant.

Below, Blackfeather sat at the still point, gazing up intently at the play of lights. His senses stretched away into the dim recesses of the night sky. He felt as if his very essence were being stretched thin. The shadows fell heavy upon him until he seemed more a shade himself than a physical being—a restless shade, summoned from the earth’s arms to witness this strange motionless dance of starlight.

Yes, a shade, he thought. Something of the grave clung to him. A touch of shadow that was not cast from above, but drawn out of him and made increasingly obvious by the growing illumination of the night sky.

The streaks of light splashed a more sinister aspect across Blackfeather’s features. They picked out the intricate network of lines carved into his leathery face. His visage was so deeply scored, it called to mind a weathered fishing net—crisscrossed, frayed, cracked by the sun. A person could lose his way among the lines of that face, fall victim to the subtle pattern of the labyrinth. Blackfeather gazed upon the world past a parched, cracked landscape of desolation. A maze of gulches, ravines, arroyos spread out across the badlands of his weathered features.

Above his head, stranger patterns still were forming—feverish matrices of fire and night. Like shooting stars run in reverse, the arcs of light appeared to burn out into the dim distance, to lose themselves amidst the smudge of the Milky Way.

Blackfeather raised one insubstantial hand in mute salute and let it fall again. He repeated the motion, watching his other hand drift leisurely earthward. He suddenly caught a vision of himself as if he were standing over his own shoulder. The curious shadowy figure seated before him on the trail appeared as a solitary phantom juggler.

Arms as insubstantial as shadow, translucent as cloud, waved slowly skyward then earthward, skyward, earthward. The limbs were beyond his volition, moved by a gentle breeze or a barely perceptible tug at invisible strings.

Above his head a thousand brilliant silver balls cut an arc across the sky. At its crux, triumphant moon bounded high and plummeted fast.

Blackfeather jerked, lunging to catch the moon as it streaked earthward. But his hand had no substance to it, no hope to arrest the fiery orb in its flight. It struck the earth with a sound that raced the length of Blackfeather’s spine, cracking it like a whip. The concussion that followed a moment later pitched him into the air and sent him scrambling on all fours trying to regain some semblance of balance.

A great cloud of dust arose from the south, marking the point of impact. One by one, the stars dimmed and then fell from the sky with the sound of tinkling glass. The sky found itself once more in darkness. Cleansed of light. Primeval, pristine, pure.

Blackfeather was on his feet and racing southward. He hardly took note of his path in his headlong flight. His feet seemed sure of themselves, finding their footing of their own accord. His footfalls, however, sounded different now—the unmistakable slap of leather on wooden planks. The path had twisted unexpectedly, taken a turn not of direction, but of substance. Blackfeather found himself racing along disused railroad tracks towards some unguessed destination in the far south.

Even as the thought crossed his mind, he knew it to be untrue. His destination was not unguessed. Some part of him recognized instinctively the point towards which the tracks were inexorably leading him.

All roads, it is said, lead to Rome. When railroad men speak of the End of the Line, however, they have quite a different destination in mind—a place they once called Terminus.

Ahead of him, from beyond the expanding cloud of ash, Blackfeather could now pick out the first flickering hints of conflagration, little more than ruddy glowing coals on the horizon. Somewhere ahead, fields were burning. And surely buildings by the look of it, he thought. Many buildings. And there were mounted men with torches among the buildings.

Blackfeather shook his head to clear it. Surely even his keen eyesight could not pick out such details at this distance. A riderless horse streaked past him, nearly knocking him to the ground. It stamped, reared in panic and raced on.

He could hear the sound of confused shouts and feel a searing heat stretching his face taut. A man in a blue uniform carrying a rifle swore at him loudly, giving him a rough shove. When Blackfeather failed to react, the man shouted again.

“…damned wind’s kicked up and turned the flames back around! If you’re not out of this field double time, you will be mustering out of General Sherman’s army the hard way, soldier!”

Then the man was gone, vanished back into the maelstrom of heat and sound. Blackfeather heard a great roar drawing close and turned back toward the source of the blaze. There, rising from the cloud of ash that blanketed the city, a thousand tongues of flame rose, joined, blossomed heavenward.

Each tongue voiced a great cry. The shrieking cacophony rose ever higher, not a wail of despair, but the birth-wail of the beast, the phoenix, the city rising from its own ashes. Atlanta.

The great beast, the firebird, soared forth, revealed in all its glory.

Blackfeather saw his quarry resplendent in all its majesty, rising in the heavens like a newborn star. He let the terrible beauty of the beast, his beast, wash over him. He felt the sense of purpose quicken within him. The age-old chase was once again afoot.

There was no question of his running his prey to ground this night. Blackfeather rocked back on his heels and smiled, content to be bested. His thoughts were already leaping ahead, anticipating the coming hours of dogging his own personal star across the heavens.

Soon enough dawn would press him gently back into the earth. No doubt the first hints of sunrise would take him on the outskirts of Atlanta. He was not likely to lose the trail again now. But the night stretched away before him like a lover’s promise. Tonight, there was the chase, the hunt, the quest.

The beast opened its maw with the sound of one hundred baying hounds and Blackfeather, peerless hunter, dutifully followed after.
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It had been two nights since the gathering of practically all of Atlanta’s Kindred, and still Eleanor had heard nothing from Benjamin. Of course they had to stay reasonably clear of each other when Cainites gathered—no point in inviting gossip, especially when it might be true—but what could be the harm in a private walk? An evening meal?

Eleanor paced about the parlor. This was her province, her contemplative retreat. Just as she left the library to Benison, aside from when she needed particular books, he left the parlor to her. Just because they were joined to one another for eternity, an unusual enough arrangement for vampires, did not mean that they didn’t both need their privacy. Though each thrived on the other’s company, they did both, in fact, spend much of their time in solitude. Merely intensifies the time we spend together, Eleanor reasoned.

At the moment, however, it was Benjamin, not Benison, who occupied Eleanor’s thoughts, and solitude was not her craving. Theirs was a relationship of the mind, unsullied by the physical passion of mortals, though certainly not devoid of passion. Eleanor longed for Benjamin’s companionship, his insight, his sharp wit—so cerebral, while Benison was…less so. What did Benjamin think of Benison’s pronouncements? Would the anarchs respect the decrees and take up their places in respectable clans, or would unrest ensue? Did Benjamin think the Camarilla would intervene?

Actually, Eleanor was more knowledgeable on that front, with her connections through her sire and her own former position of archon. Even so, she could no more than guess. The Inner Council might step in, or they might have more urgent business elsewhere, responding to the ravages of the curse. Chicago, Miami, Washington D.C., London, Berlin—all maintained more precarious balances of power than here in Atlanta. Benison had a history of stability—for his city, not necessarily his temperament—on his side. He would have a certain window of time during which he must maintain control. Only no one had any way of knowing how large that window was.

But these were the thoughts she wanted to share with Benjamin! Eleanor realized that she was crumpling in her fist the lace doily on her writing table. She carefully smoothed the lace, then sat. This table, in other venues, had seen written some of the most influential epistles of the Kindred world. Eleanor did not feel she was flattering herself to think so. But she had left behind the larger world of Cainite politics to be with Benison. Sometimes she wondered if he remembered that. Tonight he was gallivanting around the city keeping an eye out for trouble—an important job, but if the prince saw to all that himself, why did they have hired help? It could be interpreted as weakness, the prince on patrol, and she had told him as much. But what good had it done? Meanwhile, she was here alone. No Benison. No Benjamin.

Why hadn’t she heard from her childe? That was one secret that her husband need never learn—that she had Embraced Benjamin after her intellectual desire for him had left her little choice, other than to destroy him, and that clearly had not been a viable alternative.

Eleanor frowned at the blank stationary before her. Why hadn’t he responded to her previous message? Her waifish serving ghoul, Sally, said she had delivered the letter. Again, Eleanor put pen to paper. Benjamin had often assured her that, though it tore a small piece of his heart away each time, he destroyed each of her letters to him, for the sake of prudence. Still, Eleanor generally tried to couch her phrases ambiguously enough that an errant missive would not be her undoing. This letter would be less ambiguous than most, she felt, as her aggravation with Benjamin flamed higher.

How long had it been since she had heard a tender word from him? How long had it been since she’d heard any word from him, other than the most perfunctory of greetings at a social gathering? Not since before that disastrous exhibit of Marlene-the-idiot-whore’s so-called artwork at the High Museum, and that had been months ago!

Her pen bit into the stationary. She had been willing to play coy for some time, but enough was enough. In no uncertain terms, she let Benjamin know just how she felt about being ignored. The ungrateful childe, she fumed. Eleanor believed that affairs of the heart, unlike marriage, which was as much a political as an emotional arrangement, required brutal honesty at times, and she spared no brutality with Benjamin. She could understand, after Owain Evans’s threats, Benjamin’s wanting to thicken the veil of discretion beneath which their relationship necessarily existed, but she would not tolerate him using that as an excuse to slink away and leave her unstimulated intellectually. Because that’s what was important really—the encounters with her in, and then out of, her negligée were mainly just a change of pace, to keep things fresh.

It all came back to Owain Evans, Eleanor noticed. If he hadn’t tried to unduly influence Benjamin, then she would not have to be dealing with this personal turmoil. How much did Evans know? she wondered. There was no one other than Benjamin and herself who knew that he was her progeny, so there was no way Evans could have discovered that little tidbit. But then again, he had found out about her and Benjamin’s…involvement, despite their precautions. An infuriating thought crossed Eleanor’s mind. Had Evans merely suspected and taken a blind gamble, and Benjamin had panicked and confirmed Evans’s suspicions? If Benjamin had been so clumsy, could he have discussed his Cainite lineage with someone as well? Perhaps; though her secret childe was superior to most intellectually, he was lacking in guile.

Eleanor completed her letter to Benjamin. Hopefully the expression of her displeasure would bring him to his senses. Certainly, she was sure, he could hope to do no better than her, neither intellectually nor socially, while her status was quite safe without him. Safer, in fact. And, she reminded herself, J. Benison was quite the adept debater. What his arguments lacked in subtlety, they made up for in conviction. Certainly she could be content without her wayward childe, if it came to that. Yes, dear Benjamin had better just watch his step, or he might find himself walking all alone in the dark city, she decided.

As she folded the note and applied sealing wax, Eleanor’s thoughts turned again to Owain Evans. She needed to find out how much he did know; but more importantly, she needed to make him pay for dragging her name into his little schemes—regardless of the accuracy of his allegations. She would keep her eyes open, and she would find a way. Of that, Eleanor was certain.
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Kli Kodesh walked dripping from the sea. The waters rolled back from his shoulders and fell away unnoticed in his wake. A tangle of long white hair, plaited with streamers of seaweed, stretched out behind him like a fishing net cast out upon the surface of the waters. His simple white linen robe clung tightly about him as he emerged. It had gone distinctly gray from exposure to sea and salt, and drew attention to the unmistakable bluish tinge to his features.

The lines of his face were striking—sharp, classical, almost sculpted. Sand and bits of shell coated his skin, glittered in the moonlight. The effect made him seem more a work of marble and artifice than a creature of flesh and blood. Even his bearing was regal, statuesque. He rose from the water smoothly, seamlessly, like the prow of a ship cresting the beach.

Kli Kodesh felt the water stream away from his chiseled features. He blinked experimentally. Once, twice. He had the unsettling impression of struggling to awaken from a dream. And it had been such a lovely dream.

He had dreamt of crossing a vast desert. The sands beneath his feet were cool and soothing, even at midday when the shadows themselves fled the desert wastes. The sky was a blue of infinite depth, ever-shifting. It filled the vault of heaven from horizon to horizon. Kli Kodesh had wandered that desert for forty years, moving with the languid grace of the sleeper.

But the sea had cast him up again. In all his years of wandering, he found that the oceans had, by far, the greatest patience. An ocean might spend the better part of a century worrying away the tip of a jetty, or a single brass fitting on a sunken ship. Even the long-suffering oceans, however, would not long abide his presence.

Kli Kodesh felt the night wind on his face, sharp and cool. He smiled, scoring deep lines into the layer of brine and sand that caked his face. Half of his expression cracked, broke away and fell to the beach. It was good to be back in the world.

But where, in the world, was he? Slowly, but without misstep, he picked his way to the top of the nearest dune. His garment
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