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The boundaries which divide Life and Death are at

best shadowy and vague.

from “The Premature Burial”

by Edgar Allan Poe


Dedication

To Sax Rohmer and Dennis Wheatley, who

defined horror thrillers. And to Dean Koontz, who

took it one step further.


Author’s Note

While the locations and history of this trilogy may seem familiar, they are not our reality. The setting of Vampire: The Masquerade of the Red Death is a harsher, crueler version of our world. It is a stark, desolate landscape where nothing is what it seems. It is truly a World of Darkness.
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EPILOGUE


PROLOGUE

Tel Aviv, Israel—March 20, 1994:

Elisha sat in the parlor of his mentor’s house and fidgeted. He had long since abandoned his studies, unable to concentrate on the words written on the pages of the grimoire. Though he knew the importance of patience, it was a virtue he had not yet conquered. He wanted to know what was being discussed in the back room. And he desperately wondered how it involved him.

The conference in the rear study had been going on for nearly three hours. Never before had such a meeting lasted more than sixty minutes. Whatever his teacher and his friends were debating had to be very important. And that worried Elisha, for he knew that his master only called such conferences when something terrible was about to happen.

The same four people always attended the meetings: three men, including his master, and one woman. They all appeared to be very ordinary citizens, middle-aged, the men with thick full beards, the woman with long flowing hair that fell halfway down her back. Their clothes were plain, nothing fancy. None of them drove. They always arrived at the doorstep on foot and departed in the same manner, as if they came from somewhere close by in the neighborhood, although it seemed, from their accents and the style of their clothing, that they actually lived somewhere very far away. Sometimes one of them was gone when the meetings ended, although the door to the back room was never opened.

If it were not for their eyes, he would have thought them to be government officials seeking his mentor’s advice. Or members of the Mossad, the Israeli intelligence agency, for whom his teacher sometimes did work. But he knew instinctively that neither supposition was true. These three visitors were special. They possessed incredible powers just like his mentor. They were mages.

Even though Elisha had been studying with his teacher for over half of the twenty years of his life, he still could not meet his mentor’s gaze for more than a few seconds without turning away. Those eyes glowed with a knowledge born of a thousand years of experience, burned with a will so strong it could overwhelm lesser minds with a glance. And as it was with his teacher, so it was with his three guests. Elisha was quite convinced that they numbered among the four most powerful magic-workers in the world.

Nervously, he glanced at the coffee table in front of the old sofa in the parlor. On it were scattered a half-dozen letters received during the past two weeks. Elisha suspected that the contents of those letters had been one reason for the conference. The letters, and the mysterious phone calls that came at all hours of the day and night during the same period.

The letters had come from all over the world. There was one from Australia, another from Switzerland, a third from Buenos Aires. There were several from Vienna and two from New York City. Elisha, who always brought the mail to his master in the morning, was fascinated by the names and the faraway places they represented. Bom and raised in Israel, he had never traveled farther than nearby Jerusalem. Most of his two decades of life had been spent in study. He longed to see the world and experience some of its wonders.

“Elisha.” His mentor’s voice, firm yet mellow, resonated through the parlor. Though his teacher never spoke loudly, he had a way of projecting so that his words were always heard. “Please attend me in the study.”

Trembling, Elisha rose to his feet. He had not anticipated a summons until after the meeting. He had never been summoned before then in the past. For some reason, his master and the three visitors wanted to see him. Heart in his throat, he stepped gingerly to the entrance. He opened the door and walked into the study.

It was an impressive room. As his master read constantly, the walls on all sides were filled with books. The thousands of volumes were all arranged by topic, and, within each section, by title. There were books on history, geography, medicine, philosophy. There was an entire wall devoted to magic, with many of the texts in Latin or Greek. And scattered throughout the room were hundreds of books written by his mentor, under his own name and many pseudonyms.

His teacher sat behind a large wood desk, a gift to him from the first Prime Minister of Israel, David Ben Gurion. Facing him, in high-back wooden chairs with red velvet cushions, were his three guests. They all turned and stared at Elisha as he walked into the room. Tall and thin, with thick, curly brown hair and wide brown eyes, Elisha felt like a canary under the gaze of four hungry cats.

The woman with the long hair smiled at him. The two male visitors nodded, as if in greeting. His mentor, his face an unreadable mask, beckoned him forward with a casual wave of one hand.

“My friends want to meet you, my son,” he said. “Nothing to worry about. I have been bragging to them about your skill with the Art, and they expressed interest in seeing you in person. Come stand beside me.”

His teacher rose to his feet as Elisha approached. Smiling broadly, he squeezed his star pupil affectionately on the shoulder with gnarled, callused fingers. As always, Elisha marveled that this plain-looking man, with his pleasant, mild features, browned skin, and thick black beard, was actually one of the most famous Jewish scholars and philosophers of all time. Though he had assumed many different identities over the past nine hundred years, his teacher had originally been born Moses ben Maimon. Or, named in the style of the times, Maimonides. Later, when he became famous, he was known by the title Rambam, an acronym derived from the words Rabbi Moses ben Maimon. For his immense contributions to Jewish thought and philosophy, he was known as the Second Moses.

“He looks fine to me, Rambam,” declared one of the other men, winking at Elisha. “A little nervous, perhaps, but what young man wouldn’t be nervous when confronted by such a group of ogres.”

“Witches and warlocks, Simon,” said the woman with the long hair. Her voice was so smooth and mellow that her words were more like song. “Keep your titles straight. The common folk stone ogres. Ones like us, they bum.”

The woman stared at Elisha. Her deep brown eyes had the same look of incredible age and wisdom that his teacher’s did. “Are you afraid of the dark, Elisha?” she asked.

“The dark, Mistress?” he replied, not sure what she meant. “No, I am not afraid.”

“Not the darkness of the night,” said the man addressed as Simon, “but the darkness of the soul.” Elisha shook his head. “I understood the question, sir. My teacher has lectured me many times about good and evil. Ours is a world of darkness that threatens to overwhelm the light. I realize that. But I am not frightened.”

“He is very strong,” said the third man, speaking for the first time. He was short and husky, with deep gray hair and matching beard; his voice rumbled like thunder. “He bums with the power. Though I don’t like using one so inexperienced, I agree it is for the best. I approve the mission.”

“As do I,” said the man called Simon. “His youth and unassuming air serve as the best disguise. No one will suspect him. You have made a wise choice, Rambam.”

“What say you, Judith?” asked Rambam.

“Like our friends, I dislike using one so young and naive,” replied the woman, “but I do not see that we have a choice. We must make contact, and it must be done as soon as possible. This young man is our best hope. He is uninformed, but I assume you will take care of that, my friend.”

“Assuredly,” said Rambam. “He will learn everything he needs to understand from my own lips before he leaves this room today. And, though I must remain here to oversee the peace negotiations with Jordan, I will be with him in spirit. You have my guarantee that the message will be received.”

“The word of Maimonides is promise enough for me,” declared the man with the gray hair. “I must leave now. Other events of importance call. You will inform me when Lameth arrives?”

“Of course, Ezra,” said Rambam. “I appreciate your attending today. You are my strong left arm. I will contact you the moment the Dark Messiah arrives. Though I suspect you will sense his presence immediately when he steps onto the soil of Eretz Yisrael.”

The gray-bearded man chuckled as he opened the door to the study. “I expect I will. But in these turbulent times, who knows.” He lifted one hand. “Shalom, my friends.”

“I, too, must be going,” said Simon, once Ezra had left. “The situation with the skinheads in Germany has deteriorated badly over the past few weeks. The old hatreds are rising again. I dare not spend too much time out of the country.”

“I will summon you at the proper time,” said Rambam. “Thank you as always for attending the meeting, Simon. You are my strong right arm.”

“Shalom, Rambam,” said Simon. He nodded to Elisha. “Good luck, young man. My prayers go with you. Shalom.”

Then he was gone. With the blink of an eye, the space where he stood was empty. There was no noise, no flash, no explosion. It was as if Simon had never been there, as if a slate had been wiped clean. He was there, then he was not.

“The show-off,” said Judith. “He could use the door.”

“He has a far distance to travel,” said Rambam, with a sly smile. “And Simon hates to waste a step. You sound jealous, my daughter.”

The woman laughed. “Perhaps a little, teacher. He handles the most difficult spells with such ease. I could never bend space so effortlessly, no matter how long I practiced. Never.”

“Your talents lie elsewhere, Judith,” said Rambam. “Each of you is a master in your own right.”

“If Simon is your strong right arm,” she said, smiling, “and Ezra is your strong left arm, what does that make me?”

“You,” said Rambam, his voice growing serious, “are the most important of all. You are my heart. You are my conscience.”

Judith laughed and clapped her hands together in delight. “As if anyone could give the Second Moses advice. Still, I accept the compliment as it was given, with good grace.”

Judith stretched out her right hand to Elisha. Smiling, she nodded at him. Elisha reached out and took her fingers in his. The woman’s hand seemed to radiate energy. A feeling of strength ran up his arm and spread through his entire body.

“Take some of my power, Elisha,” she said, softly. “The task before you will be a journey into the very soul of everlasting night. I may not be a strong hand, but I have energy to spare. My strength is your strength. Use it well.”

Then, the woman released her fingers from his and stepped back. The air in the room bent upon itself. Reality twisted, warped. And Judith was gone.

“She is right,” remarked Rambam, more to himself than Elisha. “She is not as good at that trick as Simon. No matter. She handles it well enough.” The mage’s gaze fixed on Elisha. “You have a powerful ally, my son. Judith may seem pleasant and gentle enough, but she is a terror in battle. She possesses the strength to shake the world.”

“Yes, teacher,” said Elisha meekly. He had never encountered magic that could be transmitted by a touch before. His body still burned with an inner glow. “Maybe someday she will teach me that teleportation spell. Or Master Simon will.”

“It’s a useful trick, but it only works if you are traveling to a well-defined, unchanging destination,” said Rambam, with a shrug of dismissal. “Which, unfortunately, is rarely the case in these times of unrest.”

Rambam dropped back in his chair. “Sit, sit, my boy,” he said, directing Elisha to one of the red velvet armchairs. “Make yourself comfortable. We have a lot to talk about.”

Leaning forward, elbows on the desk, the teacher stared at his pupil. “You have been chosen by this secret council to go on an important mission. We want you to find a certain person. While I dislike sending one so young and inexperienced, my friends believe that you are the best choice for the job, and I am forced to agree. Your age and innocence will cloak you in anonymity. Besides which, you are by far the most talented pupil I have ever instructed. Though you are still a very young man, your power to bend and shape reality to your wishes is incredible.”

“Thank you, master,” said Elisha, trying to sound modest and not succeeding. “Where am I going?”

“To America,” said Rambam. “You are to locate a man named Dire McCann. You must find him as quickly as possible. I want you to personally deliver a message to him from me.”

“A message?” repeated Elisha, puzzled. “Why not just use telepathy, master?”

“Telepathic communication is not as reliable as we like,” said Rambam. “Besides which,” and his teacher’s face turned grim, “such messages can be intercepted by people other than those for whom they are intended. We dare not risk having McCann’s enemies learn of our intervention in his battle.”

“This man, McCann, his enemies,” Elisha began, trying to make sense out of what he was being told. “They are our enemies too?”

“They are the enemies of all humanity, my son,” said Rambam. “An ancient and powerful bloodline of vampires, they call themselves the Children of Dreadful Night. Their leader is a monstrous being known as the Red Death. He has made a terrible bargain with creatures from the outermost darkness. If this unholy alliance is not destroyed, it will bring utter chaos to the Earth.”

Elisha shivered. “Vampires. The Damned. You said to me once they are the immortal descendants of Caine, the Third Mortal. That some of them prefer the name Kindred, because they are all related by bonds of cursed blood. And that they have manipulated mankind for their own purposes for aeons.”

“Correct, my son,” said Rambam. “I spoke of them in passing last year when we were discussing the shifting nature of reality. How the past continues to change due to the beliefs of the present. Do you remember?”

“Of course, teacher,” said Elisha, nodding. He knew Rambam was speaking rhetorically, for he never forgot anything his mentor told him. “You told me how God made Caine into a vampire because he brought murder into the world. That Caine, though he was ageless and possessed vast supernatural powers, grew bored and wanted companions. So, he created three new vampires, a Second Generation of the Damned. Then, those three created thirteen more, the Third Generation of vampires. And so it progressed down through the ages.”

“Exactly right, Elisha,” said Rambam. “I know, too, that we discussed how many thousands of years ago the Third Generation rose up against their sires, the Second Generation, and destroyed them. And Caine disappeared, never to be seen again.”

“The Third Generation, the ones you called Antediluvians, founded the thirteen vampire clans that still exist today,” said Elisha, “with the vampires of each clan inheriting certain traits from the vampire who created him. I remember that too. Then, after existing for millennia, these Antediluvians grew weary and sank into a deathlike sleep known as torpor, leaving the clans they founded to battle secretly among each other for control of the world.”

“Though perhaps a little simplistic,” said Rambam, “basically true. You said secretly. Do you remember why the Kindred keep their existence hidden from mankind?”

“Of course,” replied Elisha. “Though they possess great supernatural powers, their numbers are small when compared to mankind. If humanity ever realizes that the Kindred exist, and that they have been preying on our species for thousands of years, it would mean a quick and total annihilation of the vampire race.”

“Very good,” said Rambam. “You not only remember the facts, my son, but you understand them as well. I assume you also recall how Caine’s curse is passed from one generation of vampires to another?”

“The Kindred call it the Embrace, teacher,” said Elisha. “Normally, a vampire just drinks the blood of its victim, killing him. However, if, at the moment the victim is dying, he is given a taste of the vampire’s blood, that person becomes one of the undead. This new vampire is called a childe, while the creature who gave him the blood is called his sire.”

“What about the childe’s powers?” asked Rambam.

“They are diminished in comparison to their sires’, teacher,” answered Elisha. “The curse of vampirism is passed down through the ages by the blood of Caine. The less that is present in the veins of a vampire, the weaker his powers will be.

“Caine created the Second Generation with a mere taste of his vitae. They, in turn, invoked a Third Generation with a few drops of their blood, thus diluting Caine’s vitae even further. With each following generation, the concentration of Caine’s blood lessened. Thus, a sire’s strength was always greater than that of its progeny.”

“The lower the generation of a vampire,” said Rambam, “the closer it stands in relationship to Caine the Damned. And the greater its power when compared to other vampires.”

The teacher paused, staring directly into Elisha’s eyes. “Pay close attention, for now it is time for you to learn secrets of the Kindred known only to a very few humans or vampires. Understand the motives of your enemy, Elisha, and you know his weaknesses.”

“Yes, teacher,” said Elisha. “You told me once that a wise soldier always strikes at his enemy’s softest spot.”

Rambam chuckled. “The strong survive, Elisha. The smart, conquer.”

The mage’s face grew serious. “With the Third Generation in torpor, the most dangerous vampires in the world are those of the Fourth Generation. Few in number, they are extremely powerful and incredibly ancient. Many of them are more than fifty centuries old. At least half have now retreated into torpor. Some are engaged in personal feuds with others of their generation, feuds that have continued uninterrupted for several thousand years. And, then, there are those who fight the Jyhad.”

“The Jyhad, master?”

“It is the name given to the ongoing struggle among the mightiest of the Fourth Generation Kindred, known as the Methuselahs, for absolute mastery of the Children of Caine. The battle is conducted secretly, with these Methuselahs manipulating the Kindred of later generations and using them as their unsuspecting agents. Normally, we mages do not involve ourselves in the machinations of the Jyhad. Our concern is with mankind, not vampires. However, we suddenly find ourselves needing to act. That is why the council is sending you on this mission.”

“To find this man, Dire McCann,” said Elisha. “I am not sure I understand, teacher.”

“The Red Death and his brood, the Children of Dreadful Night, seek to gain mastery over the Camarilla and the Sabbat, the two warring cults to which most of the Kindred belong. It is quite possible that the Children may succeed. They control an awesome power, but at a price they do not truly comprehend. If the Red Death is not stopped, it could become the most powerful vampire in the world. And, in so doing, bring flaming doom to both mankind and the Kindred.”

“You said that Dire McCann is the enemy of the Red Death,” said Elisha. “How can one man stop an entire pack of vampires, especially if they are as deadly as you say?”

“Never underestimate the importance of a single individual, my son,” said Rambam. “Dire McCann is no ordinary human. He conceals secrets that even I have not been able to unravel, though I have known him for many years. Somehow, someway, he is closely associated with perhaps the most enigmatic and dangerous Methuselah ever to exist, Lameth, the Dark Messiah.”

Elisha blinked with unexpected excitement. “The Dark Messiah, teacher? What a fascinating title. I don’t believe you ever mentioned such a being before. Tell me more about him. Please.”

Rambam shook his head. “No, Elisha, that I will not do. Let Dire McCann provide you with that information when you find him. Assuming that you can get him to speak about Lameth at all. The detective prefers not to discuss the Dark Messiah, or his relationship with the Kindred in general. However, knowing both your curiosity and your persistence, I suspect you will learn everything you wish.”

“I will accept your words as a challenge, teacher,” said Elisha. “Is there anything else I should know?”

Rambam scratched his beard, shrugged, then shook his head. “Whatever other facts I might tell you, my son, would only confuse the issue. However, I have certain opinions that I think may prove helpful on this quest.”

“The judgments of the Second Moses,” said Elisha, “are as wise of those of Solomon.”

“Perhaps not that wise,” said Rambam, with a laugh, “but hopefully useful enough.”

Lifting his right hand, Elisha’s mentor stuck one finger into the air. Despite the importance of his advice, he could never abandon his teaching habits.

“First. Though you are still a young man, you are a powerful mage. Try to avoid using your powers if possible. Though we follow no specific Tradition, my allies and I have very powerful enemies, especially in America. The Technocracy thrives there, and its leaders hate me and my friends. They believe all magic must appear to be science. If threatened by their agents, the Men in Black, do not hesitate to bend reality to fit your needs. I prefer that my students not become dead heroes.”

He raised another finger.

“Second. Beware the Kindred. Do not be deceived by their appearance. These vampires are no longer human, and their actions are based on needs and desires much different from yours. They are cursed with an insatiable lust for human blood. They call it the Beast Within, and they will commit any horror, any abomination, in order to quench that thirst.”

Rambam held up a third finger.

“Last and most important. Believe nothing you are told by anyone. You are young and still naive. In this world of darkness, truth exists on many different levels. The Kindred are masters of deception; with them, nothing is ever what it seems on the surface. Their mortal allies are no better—in many ways, they are perhaps worse. They exist by treachery. Their promises are worthless. Beware bargains with both humans and vampires. Don’t make deals with either. And, if you are unsure of the facts, trust your heart, not your eyes.”

“I will not fail you, teacher,” said Elisha, his voice thick with emotion. “Now, tell me the message I am to deliver to this man, Dire McCann.”

Rambam told him. And, eyes wide with horror, Elisha realized that Maimonides had not exaggerated in the least. The fate of the world rested on his success.


PART 1

To conceive the horror of my sensations is, I presume, utterly impossible; yet a curiosity to penetrate the mysteries of these awful regions predominates even over my despair, and will reconcile me to the most hideous aspect of death. It is evident that we are hurrying onward Co some exciting knowledge—some never-to-be-imparted secret, whose attainment is destruction.

from “Ms. Found in a Bottle”

by Edgar Allan Poe


CHAPTER 1

Washington, DC—March 23, 1994:

Sitting on the footsteps of the Lincoln Memorial at 4 a. m., Dire McCann contemplated his future. At the moment, it was not an inspiring picture. His clothes still damp from his unexpected swim in the Anacostia River, his eyes still aching from staring at the Thermit inferno that had engulfed the Washington Navy Yard, the detective felt like a laboratory rat who had just survived a maze from hell. Unfortunately, there was no cheese to reward him at the end.

Instead, he was exhausted, disgusted, and depressed. Besides which, he found himself faced with the problem of dealing with two distinctly different, and yet incredibly similar, female vampires. Both of whom were sworn to guard him against misfortune, whether he wanted their aid or not.

On his left, pacing back and forth, constantly flexing her fingers in a manner that resembled choking someone to death, was Sarah James, known among the Kindred as Flavia, the Dark Angel. Tall, blond, and beautiful, with lush curves and full red lips, she wore a white leather outfit that hugged her body like a second skin. A deadly Assamite assassin, Flavia had come to Washington to serve as McCann’s bodyguard. She had been assigned that duty by the vampire prince of St. Louis, who had sent the detective to discover the secrets of the Red Death. Flavia, however, had her own reasons for traveling to the capital. The Red Death had killed Fawn, her sister, and the Dark Angel had pledged a sacred oath to find and destroy the monster. Or perish trying.

On McCann’s right, her arms folded across her breasts and seemingly in, a state of rest, was Madeleine Giovanni. McCann noted with an inner grin that Madeleine never once let her gaze slip from Flavia. Though they had been thrown together as allies, neither woman trusted the other. It was only their shared concern for McCann’s safety that kept the fragile peace between them.

As if in contrast to Flavia, statuesque in her white leather jumpsuit, Madeleine was short and slender, almost girlish in appearance. She had long, jet-black hair, thin bones and dark eyes. The only garment she wore was a black leotard, against which her pure white skin was a sharp contrast. Where Flavia looked trim and athletic, Madeleine seemed delicate and fragile. It was an illusion McCann suspected the woman strove to maintain. The one feature both she and Flavia shared were their blood-red lips.

Despite her gentle appearance, Madeleine was in reality one of the foremost saboteurs and espionage agents in the world. A member of the tightly knit and extremely secretive Clan Giovanni, she was not as famous as Flavia, but her reputation was equally grim. To friends and foes alike, she was known as the Dagger of the Giovanni.

“What now, little man?” asked Flavia, a sarcastic edge to her voice. “Dawn approaches and I must be leaving shortly. Will I be able to find you when I awaken? Or are you planning another wild venture of your own for the daylight hours? Remember, I can do nothing to protect you if you persist in taking actions independent of my counsel. Until tonight, I thought we were partners working together. Now, I am not so sure.”

McCann grimaced. Earlier that evening, he had rendezvoused with the Red Death and had not taken Flavia with him. The detective had hoped to destroy the monster with powers he preferred not to reveal to the blond assassin. However, McCann had not been the only one planning treachery. The supposed truce had been a death trap. Only the intervention of Madeleine Giovanni had saved the investigator from a fiery end. Flavia was not pleased to be left behind, or to miss a chance to confront the Red Death.

“I made a mistake,” said McCann, trying to sound sincere. “I admitted that already. The Red Death said he wanted to bargain. He swore an oath on his sire’s honor. I was foolish enough to believe him. How was I to know that his hired killer had laced the entire parade grounds with Thermit bombs?”

“You’re not supposed to know, McCann,” said Flavia. “That’s my job. I am trained to think of such things. Makish is a master assassin. No matter how devious you are, he is more so. Unless you utilize my skills, you are doomed.”

“The past is dead history,” said Madeleine. She spoke perfect English, with no trace of an accent. Having learned the language from tapes, she never used contractions. “What is done, is done. Berating Mr. McCann is a waste of time. I am sure that in the future, he will not act so unwisely.”

“I’m not so convinced,” said Flavia. “Anyway, why does it matter to you? You never did explain to me what your business is with McCann. All I heard was that your sire ordered you to find him. And that Prince Vargoss revealed that we were in Washington. What’s the rest of the story?”

“I am under no obligation to reveal my secrets to you,” replied Madeleine, her voice cold and emotionless. “My business with Mr. McCann does not concern you.”

“Anything involving McCann concerns me,” said Flavia, raising her voice slightly. “My prince commanded me to see he wasn’t harmed. I’m to keep him safe from everyone, including the brood of Clan Giovanni. And I intend to do exactly that.”

“I will make no comment upon the execution of your responsibilities,” said Madeleine smugly, “other than to remind you that it was I who saved Mr. McCann earlier tonight.”

The detective sighed. Flavia, angry because she had been left behind, was spoiling for a fight. Madeleine, who was not someone who would stand to be pushed around, was prepared to give it to her. Neither of the women was a diplomat; their fighting skills lent them a certain arrogance, and they did not believe in compromise. Retreat was alien to their nature.

Both vampires settled into fighting stances. Flavia balanced on the balls of her feet, knees bent slightly, arms outstretched parallel to the ground. Her hands were raised shoulder high, her long fingers curled into fists. The Assamite assassin could punch through solid steel. Flesh and bone offered much less resistance.

Madeleine waited, hands on her hips, arms akimbo. She stood with her feet spread slightly apart, head tilted to one side, eyes shining unnaturally brightly. An expert at the shadow Disciplines, Madeleine possessed the power to merge instantly with the darkness. McCann felt sure that Flavia had the strength to rip her opponent’s head right off her shoulders. But only if she was able to catch her. A duel between the two killers would prove to be an astonishing display of destruction. No matter who won, however, McCann knew he would be the loser.

“Hey,” he declared sharply, raising his hands in protest, and making no effort to hide his annoyance. “I’m tired of this macho posturing. I’m amazed that you both actually think that eliminating the other is going to make me safer. Madeleine’s sire gave her the same orders you have, Flavia. She’s here to safeguard my well-being.”

His tone became harsh and unyielding. “Each of you has been charged to protect me—not to prove that you’re the toughest kid in the neighborhood. Or did you forget that assignment? I nearly died tonight; I was confronted by not one, but four Red Deaths! Maybe that number doesn’t scare you two tough characters, but it sure as hell worries me. I have this uncanny feeling that now might be a very bad time for petty squabbling among ourselves.”

Flavia glared at the detective. “Damn you, McCann,” she snarled, lowering her hands and relaxing her stance. “I hate acting like a fool. And I really hate when someone rubs my face in it.”

“Perhaps I may have overreacted as well,” said Madeleine Giovanni softly. “Your point is well taken, Mr. McCann.”

Madeleine bowed politely to Flavia. Somehow, McCann could not visualize the Giovanni saboteur curtsying. “Please accept my sincere apology. As I said earlier tonight, your skills are legendary among our kind. It will be a great pleasure to work with you.”

McCann was equally sure that when Madeleine spoke of their kind, she was not speaking of the Kindred. She and Flavia belonged to a much smaller, more select group. The deadliest predators in a race of predators, they were members of the killer elite.

“Apology accepted and returned,” said Flavia, pressing her palms and fingers together so that her hands formed a straight line in front of her face. She said nothing more. Apologies from Assamites were short and to the point. That Flavia even bothered was remarkable.

McCann knew Flavia was not in the habit of forgetting a wrong, either real or imagined. He debated warning Madeleine Giovanni, then decided not to bother. The dark-haired beauty appeared to be quite capable of taking care of herself, in any type of situation.

“Great,” he said, unable to keep the sarcasm from his voice. “Now that we’re all friends, maybe someone has an idea about what to do next.”

“I’m just your bodyguard, McCann,” replied Flavia. “If I remember Prince Vargoss’ instructions correctly, you’re responsible for making the important decisions. I distinctly recall your having insisted upon being in charge.”

“My sire commanded me to protect you, Mr. McCann,” said Madeleine, the barest hint of amusement in her voice. “He did not order me to think for you.”

She paused for an instant, then shook her head. “And, to be perfectly frank, at the moment my advice would be worthless. The Giovanni clan is strictly neutral in the ongoing conflict between the Camarilla and the Sabbat. We honor a pledge made many centuries ago. I know nothing about the Red Death other than what I learned in the brief conversations I have had over the past week.”

McCann, who knew a great deal more about the Giovanni clan than anyone not born in the family should, wisely refrained from saying a word about their supposed neutrality. Like all of the thirteen clans, the Giovanni desired to have absolute control over the Kindred. A thousand-year-old covenant between the Giovanni and the rest of the Damned forbade them to interfere in the conflicts in which the other clans were involved. But, like most of the tenets that governed the political intrigues of the undead, this rule was meant to be broken.

Powerful necromancers as well as vampires, the Giovanni dreamed of controlling the realms of the living and the dead. Safely hidden in the Mausoleum, their huge headquarters in Vienna, the clan elders charted their devious, long-range schemes for global domination. Time meant nothing to the Damned, and the Giovanni were very, very patient. It was a trait they shared with Dire McCann.

“Well, it’s nearly dawn,” said the detective. “There’s nothing more that can be done tonight. Better we all take a break and meet here once the sun sets tomorrow. I sure can use the rest.”

“One question before you leave, McCann,” said Flavia. “Did you learn anything from this insane venture tonight? Or was the risk entirely without gain?”

In the distance, the sky still glowed crimson from the fire at the Navy Yard. “Actually, I discovered more than I expected,” said the detective. “I spoke with the Red Death for a few moments on the parade grounds. He needed time after he arrived to set his plan in motion. Because he was not expecting me to survive the encounter, the monster was not as guarded with his comments as he probably should have been.”

McCann’s features were like stone. “The Red Death set a double trap for me. When one plan failed, he switched immediately to the other. I was overconfident of my abilities and admittedly was caught off-guard. If it hadn’t been for Madeleine, the monster would have triumphed.

“Instead of a solitary Red Death, as I expected,” continued the detective, “there were four of the monsters at the rendezvous. Each being was powerful enough to bum me to a cinder with one touch of its fingers. Fortunately, my magic kept the quartet at bay. I was unable to attack them in return, but the best offense proved to be a good defense. Using their Body of Fire Discipline drained the Red Deaths of psychic energy. In a few more minutes, they would have collapsed from their effort. When the quartet realized what was happening, they abandoned their strike, turned into mist, and vanished. That’s when Makish took charge, setting off the Thermit he had planted all through the Navy Yard.”

“The rogue Assamite assassin,” growled Flavia, her voice not sounding the least bit human. “He assists the Red Death for a fee, even when the maneuver is directed against his own clansmen. By Assamite tradition, Makish should have left the services of the monster when the Red Death destroyed my sister. The Red Death will pay in blood for Fawn’s death. And so will Makish.”

The detective nodded but said nothing. The Assamite clan had a secret code of honor called the khabar, and the clan’s traditions were concealed from all—including Dire McCann.

“Debts of blood must be repaid in kind,” said Madeleine. Her words held such conviction that McCann suspected she had a feud of her own to settle. The detective knew that her sire had been slain in some sort of European feud.

“The Red Death dreams of leading the Kindred,” said McCann. “He feels that the rising of several ancient monsters, grisly horrors known as the Nictuku, from their torpor signals that Armageddon is approaching. The Red Death is convinced that their awakening means that the Third Generation, the Antediluvians, are also stirring, and will soon follow. And when they do, the ancient ones will be extremely hungry for the blood of their descendants.”

“What do you believe, McCann?” asked Flavia.

“I’m not sure,” said the detective. “We know that as a vampire ages, it needs stronger blood to sustain itself. Many Kindred of the Fourth and Fifth Generation can no longer survive on mortal blood. They feast instead on the much more potent vitae of other vampires. Whispered legends hint that the Antediluvians drank only Kindred blood. And after thousands of years in torpor, they will need rivers of blood to survive when they awaken.”

“Gehenna,” murmured Madeleine. “The return of the Third Generation. How does the Red Death propose to stop the slaughter?”

“That detail he never explained,” said McCann dryly. “The Red Death was looking for my blind obedience, not a partnership. When I refused, he admitted that he had expected no less. That’s when he launched his attack.”

“He sought your aid,” said Madeleine. “How odd for a Kindred elder to ask for the help of a mortal. Even if that request was merely a trick.”

“McCann has his little secrets,” said Flavia, with a laugh. “He is a very special mortal. Even vampires want his help.”

“The blood war taking place here in Washington is the Red Death’s doing,” McCann said hurriedly. The last thing he wanted to come up in the conversation was Flavia’s theory about his true identity. “He wants to heighten the conflict between the Camarilla and the Sabbat. For some unknown reason, he seems to desire total anarchy.”

“What better scenario for a power grab than exactly such conditions?” said Madeleine. “Destroy the old to start anew.”

“I’m not entirely convinced that the Red Death wanted to create a vacuum and start fresh,” said McCann. “He stated that he’d been planning things for thousands of years. The unexpected rising of the Nictuku abruptly forced him to change his schedule. The Camarilla and the Sabbat have been in existence for mere centuries. I think he began this battle to manipulate the two organizations, not to destroy them.”

“From what I’ve heard of the Jyhad,” said Flavia, her gaze focused directly on McCann, “it sounds like this is typical of the Fourth Generation. They seek control, not destruction.”

“My thoughts exactly,” said McCann. “Tomorrow night, we search out the leaders of the Camarilla in Washington. And try to explain to them how they are being used.”

“Easier said than done,” declared Flavia. “The Sabbat’s been hunting for the same elders for a week, with destruction on their minds. If the invaders can’t eliminate the prince of the city and his advisors soon, this blood war is going to collapse in absolute disaster. So, they’re desperate. What makes you think we stand a better chance of finding Prince Vitel than do hundreds of the Sabbat?”

“Because,” said McCann, grinning, “I have much more competent help. With the Dark Angel of the Kindred and the Dagger of the Giovanni working together, how can we fail?”

The detective stretched his arms high over his head and yawned. “Enough discussion for one night. You two have to seek shelter before dawn. I’m falling asleep on my feet. Meet me here tomorrow, after sundown, and we’ll map a strategy.”

“One final question, Mr. McCann,” said Madeleine Giovanni, as they prepared to depart. “I meant to ask this earlier, but I never had the chance. Who was the mortal woman standing at your side the instant before the explosion at the parade ground?”

McCann, caught by surprise, blurted out an answer without thinking. “She was an old friend. A very old friend and ally.” His wits returned then and he quickly covered his tracks. “She was a mage, of course. Like myself. The Red Death considered her, for some unstated reasons, to be a threat to his plans.”

“Then I regret that I was not able to save her as well,” said Madeleine. “It took all of my speed to get you to the river before the Thermit ignited. I’m sorry she perished in the blast.”

McCann, remembering a sudden distortion of time, shrugged. “I have discovered over the years that, no matter what the circumstances, it is not wise to assume that this particular acquaintance is dead without first seeing a body. Her talent for cheating fate is unmatched.”

And then he added, because it had been a long, difficult night and he wanted to taunt Flavia, “Like me, my friend considers life to be one big masquerade. She is much older than she looks.”
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