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Monday, 1 November 1999, 6:40 AM

Hotel Vista del Castillo

Zaragoza, Spain

Sunrise was only four minutes away now, and the ghosts were leaving before All Hallows’ Eve became All Saints’ Day. Lucita turned her head occasionally to watch them fade out of the lands of living, but her attention was focused on the spires of the Aljafería, the capital of Aragon when it had been a kingdom and not just a Spanish province. Her hotel was almost a dozen miles west of the palace, on an uninteresting strip of commercial road. Its one redeeming feature was its height: tall enough that the upper stories looked out over the modern mass of Zaragoza and offered an unobstructed view of the hilltop crowned by the palace. Her suite occupied half the top floor, and she’d put the room’s most massive wooden chair directly in front of the windows. Full sunlight wouldn’t strike her, but light was already glaring off of the office and car windows catching dawn’s first rays.

The palace’s silhouette had changed in the nine hundred years since she drew her last breath there. Unfamiliar shadows fell across the palace’s walls. There’d been no great civic towers, let alone skyscrapers, in the Aragon she’d known, and the new buildings surrounding the Aljafería loomed like conquering soldiers of a mightier empire.

But still…there was the window where she’d watched her father argue with her uncle about Uncle Ramiro’s abbot. There was the battlement where she’d paced and said the orisons her confessor (May he rot in Hell, the thought intruded) assigned. There was the little shrine erected in the memory of her grandfather, a Moorish-embellished monument to the warrior who died fighting Moors.

It was still her home.

She felt the prickling across her skin from reflected sunlight. She wasn’t burning yet, but it was just a matter of time. It took all her strength to hold herself in the chair. The curse within her made her tired. The bed looked so appealing. Day was no longer her element. Like Jacob of old, she wrestled with an angel of the Lord, but there’d be no blessing for her, no moment when the tormenter would say, “Well done, good and faithful servant,” and depart. A few wisps of smoke wove through the layers of blanket, toward the smoke alarm she’d disabled during the night.

Ghosts had never been common in Lucita’s experience, but even very rare events happen over the slow dark centuries. She knew a fair amount of the etiquette suitable for addressing the restless dead, modes of inquiry likely to draw out useful answers and modes of address unlikely to provoke attacks (or, worse yet, later vengeance). She knew that at times ghosts were frequent in the lands of the living, though not why, and therefore wasn’t particularly surprised to find herself thronged on this All Hallows’ Eve. She was surprised to find one of the ghosts both familiar to her and capable of making itself—himself—tangible long enough to hold a meaningful conversation.

He had been a retainer to her family only two generations after Lucita’s time. He remembered the tales about “the poor lost one,” the promising young lady who wasted away so tragically. They’d reminisced about the old ways—nothing consequential, just the routine of life in the lost age. Now he walked up to stand beside her, very carefully not obscuring her view, and pointed at her bare hands and face. “Milady, don’t you think it a bit presumptuous to court stigmata this way? It isn’t seemly for you to lay out your flesh so that the mark of Caine becomes the image of Christ’s wounds, and that’s what will happen if you don’t put them under cover.”

Lucita didn’t turn to look at him. “These hands have spilled more blood than I can imagine in one place. These eyes have looked on countless sins. These teeth have drained the gift of life again and again. I told myself for a thousand years that I was all the things my sire wasn’t. But I was just like him: I have preyed on others for my own ends. God won’t take the curse away, but I must atone as I can. It’s baptism, if you want to call that. I’m going to let fire strip off what water can’t.”

The ghost looked doubtful. “Milady, you were educated in the classical manner, and it’s my duty as a tutor to point out that you are speaking in the absence of authority. Which of the blessed fathers tells you that cooking yourself removes sin? You’re confusing an accident of your condition with its essence. This is a stunt, not genuine penance.”

This time she did turn look at him, briefly. “Are you forgetting your place? You were a servant, and now you’re just a ghost. Who, exactly, are you to judge me?”

“I am a servant, milady. I saved my masters from embarrassment with private wise words. Should I stop doing so now, when a daughter of the royal family is once again in need? You put on a martyr’s appearance, but it’s for your own guilt rather than the glory of God or a true witness. God is not mocked.”

6:44 AM. Lucita’s travel alarm clock chimed one second before direct sunlight struck the highest tower of the Aljafería. Her hands began to smoke, and she felt the skin of her face beginning to wrinkle and crack. Sunlight crept down the palace’s red walls. With her inhuman eyes, Lucita could clearly see constantly shifting patterns of shadow in the courtyard as sunbeams shone through layered geometric lattices built when she was a child.

The outer layers of her skin now drifted around her as a fine ash. Smoke—some columns black with vitae, others white with vampiric flesh—filled more of the hotel room, and its haze obscured the topmost foot of the windows. The pain was unbearable, and her strength continued to fade. Soon, she feared, she would collapse into fearful frenzy and flee like any neonate coward to the safety of some dark corner. She started to cry, but stopped as soon as she felt the bloody tears sizzle and burn on her cheeks.

Lucita had seen sunlight less than a dozen times in the last nine hundred years, and the reflected glare made it nearly impossible to see. She willed blood to her face, strengthening the burning tissues and restoring some measure of supernatural clarity to her vision. After a few rapid blinks, she could make out people walking in front of the palace. Memory peopled the landscape with servants, messengers, farmers delivering food, soldiers on their way to battle. The men and women who actually moved along the familiar roads, though, were none of them. They were not servants. They were employees, bound to their superiors by contract and economics rather than by oath and faith.

Realization broke upon her with an almost physical pain—she actually did drag her focus in for a moment to see if the windows had shattered. The palace she had known was as dead as her family, as dead now as the darkling priest who’d made her a vampire. The shell remained, but its soul had gone wherever souls go. She remembered a particular hollow tree in which she and dead departed Anatole had sheltered, in their walks along the Danube road. The palace was like that. The mortals who went around and through it were as irrelevant to the old place as she and her mentor were to that tree. It served them, but only because it no longer lived the life intended for it.

The ghost was right: there was no point to this. Her pain would not bring back her lost Aragon. She might act the part of its lady, but nobody now would serve as they’d served then. This was a delusion.

As her eyes began to crack, Lucita’s vision grew more and more impaired. Within just a few seconds it was no better than any living person’s, and in a few more she was nearly blind. Her world now consisted of the window, a bright rectangle, and the pitch blackness of everything else around her. Her hands no longer held firm; her body trembled in the chair, and if she had her full strength, the arms of the chair would be splinters now. She couldn’t see her hands, but she could hear the click of bony fingertips on wood.

Finally her resolve failed. She managed to avoid full-blown panicked flight, but she had to stand and walk with all the dignity she could muster toward the bed and darkness. Her last step ended in a stumble—she hadn’t remembered the count just right, and she ran into the footboard. The mirror above the bed smashed with the force of her impact, and she felt pieces of glass drive into her burning skin and tinkle onto the bedspread and floor. She drew the blankets and bedspread around her, feeling the power inside her healing her wounds, knowing that in just a few nights no sign would remain of her act of self-mortification.

The ghost spoke from somewhere near the window. “I go, milady. You have made yourself hurt, and to what end? You are no wiser or better than you were. You are still yourself. As the prophet Jeremiah said, ‘The harvest is past, the summer is ended, and we are not saved.’” With a whisper of inrushing air, it was gone. Lucita slept.


Part One: Accusations
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Monday, 1 November 1999, 11:30 PM

Somewhere beneath Mexico City

Trasaric watched the cardinals pace across their chamber, and once again he admired the inhuman proportions within their various outfits. There was always something new to see in the service of the coming kings.

The room was not ideal for Trasaric’s viewing pleasure. It was a converted temple, built by devotees of the old gods after European lords stamped out expressions of un-Christian faiths on the surface, and taken over by vampire priests sometime later. The chamber was carved like the inside of a stepped pyramid, a hundred feet square at the base, sloping in three feet with each step. The lowermost step was a full nine feet off the floor, and even the tallest Tzimisce could walk underneath it; after that the walls slanted in every three feet. The flat red ceiling was less than half as wide as the floor. Illumination came from lanterns hanging on chains attached to the underside of steps chosen, as nearly as Trasaric could tell, purely at random. The shadows were chaotic and the light dim, so that he had to fill in details with his imagination.

Trasaric himself stood as motionless as possible in one corner, along with a few other chosen retainers. None of the others were familiar to Trasaric. He’d heard the one cringing next him referred to as “Niccolo,” and looked disdainfully at the grease-stained coveralls he wore. Clearly, some driving fear prevented this pathetic figure from changing out of stolen sailor’s garb. The cardinals could move freely around the obsidian altar in the center of the room. (No sacrifice graced the altar tonight. Discussion tonight, not action.) The single stone door was shut, though not barred, and Trasaric could hear the exotic ghoul guards’ claws clicking in the corridor beyond.

As the senior Tzimisce present ranted on, Trasaric regretted the tensions that kept him from more frequent encounters with that marvelous figure. What a challenge it would be to clothe a form so subject to change! Not that the Lasombra elders he usually clothed offered no scope for his art, of course. It takes a real craftsman to arrange a suit or gown with openings for all the shadow tentacles a vampire might wish to conjure up without the garment looking like a cobbler’s vest or some patchwork salvage. Likewise, there is a specific art to the design of an entire outfit that collapses gracefully when its wearer turns into intangible shadow (and chooses to leave clothes behind rather than take them along), and which can be readily gathered up and put on again when substance returns. But mostly it was just tailoring, putting the right clothes on a form that stayed largely fixed. So unlike the opportunities the Fiend offered.

This particular evening, Cardinal Vykos obviously wished to emphasize its differences from the Lasombra with whom it argued. The features it usually wore were gone beneath elaborate ridges of bone and cartilage, with spiny protrusions that turned as the cardinal’s eyes did. The body was tall, the limbs proportioned for speed, as if it expected conflict. The hands each bore an extra finger with a triple-tined claw, now holding the sleeves of a robe that reminded Trasaric of Byzantine vestments.

The cardinal’s high voice had a timbre that suggested polished metal rather than a fleshly throat. “I find it peculiar that you refuse to discuss the matter. The bitch Lucita cost you position and influence. If I were to proceed purely on the basis of self-interest, I’d say, ‘Let her run free.’ What keeps you from acting?”

The eldest Lasombra present was a dour little man Trasaric had never cared for. The man seemed perfectly content to slouch around in just anything at all, from hermit’s cloak to castoffs taken from last night’s prey. No sense of style at all, thanks to an unshakable confidence in the power of manipulation. Trasaric had actually heard Master Timofiev say, explicitly, “My will clothes me.” What could you do with that sort of attitude? One could understand too readily how vampires concerned with their place in the world had once risen up en masse to slaughter their elders.

Timofiev spoke with a deep basso rumble that didn’t match his frame. “With all due respect, Cardinal, the affairs of the Lasombra clan are not yours to judge. Cardinal Monçada was one of us. So was his destroyer. Her punishment will unfold as we deem appropriate. I am sure that you will respect our desires as you would wish us to respect yours were some upstart Tzimisce to go astray.”

Vykos snarled. It was a captivating action, involving the shifting of bones on each side of its chest and the tensing of muscles that seemed to run from neck down to dual sternums. Then the voice came again, calm and unruffled. “Cardinal, you know the power of precedent as well as I do. Do you really feel the need to fight the battle over the Code of Milan all over again? We established once that the ‘freedom’ we tell the masses about must be limited by the needs of the sect, which is to say by our needs. You heard the same report I did.” Vykos pointed at Niccolo. “Even one incident of one of our followers glorifying your problem childe is too many. Shall we ask the Regent what she thinks?”

Timofiev’s aide, a stately androgynous figure who shared Trasaric’s passion for elegance, made a small gesture at its master. Timofiev stopped, listened, and smiled. “Thank you,” he said very softly. Then he pointed up at one of the terraces, where old blood laid out a brief scene in pictograms in Aztec style. “Cardinal, the Paladin has reminded me of the story there. Can you see it, or should I refresh your memory?”

The Tzimisce stared up. Small ripples ran down its arms. “Thank you, and thank your Paladin. I remember the incident.”

“Then you must recall that at that time we agreed that a rebel among your clan, whose actions only affected members of the same clan, was properly the affair of your clan. That was true in 1762 when one of yours attempted to build a brood in the wilds of Pennsylvania, and should be just as true now. I am sure you wish us to respect your precedent.”

Vykos turned its head to look at the Paladin. Razor-sharp thorns extended from the carapace around Vykos’ left eye, which the Paladin knew perfectly well were intended to literally “look daggers” in situations where direct violence wasn’t feasible. The Paladin would do well to be elsewhere before the next time Cardinal Timofiev met with Vykos. With a single nod, Vykos strode out of the chamber, the other Tzimisce following closely.

When only Lasombra remained, Timofiev and the Paladin spoke softly with Niccolo. The Paladin held him aloft with one hand and two shadow arms while Timofiev used only his bare fingers to peel off long strips of skin from Niccolo’s legs. “You remember nothing else, are you quite sure?”

Trasaric listened with great curiosity to the story Niccolo gasped out between moans. As nearly as the tailor could make out, Niccolo was the youngest of four childer traveling with their sire, an ambitious Italian Lasombra whom Trasaric remembered vaguely from previous years’ Grand Balls. The other three had, like a great many Lasombra, discussed the significance of Monçada’s destruction and the possible fates waiting for Lucita. Rosa, the eldest childe, felt that they weren’t getting anywhere interesting as attendant childer. She proposed to destroy their sire, then go seek out Lucita as the proper leader of a sort of Second Sabbat, revitalizing the sect’s abandoned roots in diablerie and the revolt of the young. Teodor, Matteo, and Niccolo fell in with her.

Niccolo chickened out (one of Trasaric’s favorite modern phrases) at the last moment, not that the raggedy childe would admit it. He simply said that he felt increasingly unconvinced of the merits of Rosa’s cause as they and their sire sailed from Portugal to the United States. He took no more part in the actual act of destruction than he had to, and as soon as the ship docked in Miami, he stole a sailor’s uniform and made his way south, looking for Sabbat enclaves. A coastal pack found him somewhere along the Gulf and brought him to Mexico City.

“You see what trouble you have made,” Timofiev said calmly. Rip. Rip. “We can certainly manage another confrontation with the Tzimisce, but how much better it would have been to avoid all this fuss.” Rip. Rip. “You weren’t clever enough to stop the disobedient childer in the first place, nor clever enough to at least make sure that only Lasombra heard the tale in the second place.” Rip. Rip. “Paladin, explain the punishment.”

Timofiev stepped back as the Paladin tossed Niccolo up in the air. The Paladin made sure to catch Niccolo with its sharpened fingernails right where Timofiev had cut most deeply. “You didn’t scream. You’ve earned the right to survive. For now. Your sentence is to find your rebellious siblings and report back to us. We’ll assign you some companions. If you survive them and return, then you may consider yourself in good standing once again.”

The Paladin dropped Niccolo onto the ground and ran one boot along exposed nerves. “You’d love to slaughter us both. But you’ve got sense to keep the thought inside. You may yet amount to something.” Niccolo looked up through the ribbons of vitae trickling down from his hair and kept silent.

Timofiev remained a few paces back as the other Lasombra gathered around to look down at Niccolo.

Trasaric recognized Cardinal Mysancta by the cardinal’s lack of substance. Mysancta was a dedicated student of the mysteries of the Abyss, and prone to tedious harangues about the masteries of darkness possible only to those who forsake the flesh. She (at least Trasaric remembered the cardinal as having once been a middle-aged woman) spent as much time as possible in shadow form, extruding semi-tangible paws to push around a silver frame on which servants draped cardinal’s robes. Trasaric occasionally came in to adjust the robes to suit Mysancta and her evolving notions of stylistic or dramatic appropriateness. The spiraling wires supporting the cardinal’s glass crown chimed softly as a shadow paw pushed the headpiece forward in imitation of a human’s bending gaze.

Cardinal Mysancta only worked with one aide on a regular basis. Skiapena remained distinctly male, but was in the process of getting his entire body tattooed a uniform black. For this occasion he’d adopted shadow form; Trasaric knew from private meetings that in his flesh, Skiapena had an inverted Tree of Life spread across his face. Trasaric had copied the design for ceremonial robes for last year’s grand ball. The tailor suspected that one night Skiapena would disappear in a “regrettable accident” over his choice in clothes, which ran to mirrored finishes. The aide took a perverse pleasure in confronting his clanmates with their lineage’s curse and seeing who might flinch, even once, after too much staring at the absence of reflection. Those who showed weakness always ended up convicted by one of Mexico City’s Courts of Blood for some offense or other. The tailor devoutly hoped that one of those victims would survive and subject the aide to the same treatment, but it hadn’t happened yet.

Cardinal Menuven, now. Trasaric wasn’t entirely sure there actually was a distinct identity to which the title “Cardinal Menuven” could properly be affixed. There were half a dozen designated templars and pack priests chosen from among the cardinal’s subjects to attend him, or her, or it. Each of them was trepanned at the start of their year of service, and thaumaturgically created carbon rods inserted into each exposed brain. Shadow tendrils constantly flowed between the rods. All six aides spoke with the same voice, a whispery tenor, for the duration of their service, and showed common mannerisms in addition to their own distinctive behavior. They showed mastery of the heights of shadow manipulation that they didn’t have before and wouldn’t have later. Trasaric suspected that the story about Menuven as a creature of pure Abyssal intellect was cover for something else, but he’d never had the chance to investigate it thoroughly.

Lord Greyhound was something else again. Trasaric found the lord almost as frustrating as Cardinal Timofiev, though for different reasons. Greyhound championed what he called “the rational existence” approach to vampirism. He wasn’t a fool, and certainly didn’t deny the supernatural element to his condition—he just didn’t care about it. As far as Lord Greyhound and his followers were concerned, what mattered was tangible existence. He took active pride in having no aptitude whatsoever for shadow manipulation; he set out to be the clan’s best at feats of strength, both physical and mental. To make sure that others never forgot his prowess, he habitually went around naked, wearing only decorative jewelry taken from fallen enemies and rammed into his flesh, where it would stay until expelled in healing slumber. He encouraged his disciples to study shape-shifting disciplines, and had them constantly re-shape his flesh to emphasize this feature or that.

As always, a small mob of sycophants clustered around Lord Greyhound. Half of them went naked like their master; the others combined modern athletic garb and ancient armor in various combinations Trasaric found appallingly trite. They looked with carefully practiced scorn at Niccolo’s thin, ragged form and murmured condescending remarks to each other.

Not many vampires of Trasaric’s acquaintance felt comfortable near Timofiev’s Paladin and its bland, blank façade. One of the few who did was Heydar the Small, an Arabian boy Embraced eleven hundred years ago. As nearly as Trasaric could tell, Heydar was constitutionally incapable of finding anything disturbing. It was all just data, which he would sift through for patterns he could compare with his own experience and historical studies. Heydar refused all rank and title, but there was usually at least one cardinal with the sense to appreciate his insights. At the moment, Timofiev supported him and covered the costs of the boy’s investigations. Heydar contributed little to any discussion, but afterwards he’d report to his patron about any warning signs of insurrection in the young: Heydar had solemnly helped slaughter elders once, in the Sabbat’s creation, and intended not to perish the same way himself.

The gathered crowd spoke quietly. Timofiev disapproved of loud noises in preliminary discussions, and nobody present cared to risk his anger. Perhaps this pack member, responsible for alerting a police officer to an ambush by his carelessness. There was a pack leader in disgrace in some Chicago suburb after his whole pack failed a simple fire-dancing challenge. That bishop had spawned an unsuccessful brood, and the last two were looking for some way to prove their usefulness. This would-be templar had proven too weak for the job, but her speed was good. This one knew of a refugee from the Camarilla, who of course couldn’t be trusted in the midst of the Sabbat but might serve for this sort of peripheral mission. As the discussion continued, those who could conjure images or impress them in the minds of others added their feats of will to verbal descriptions.

The most inhumane participants, the ones who most thoroughly mastered the Sabbat’s engineered paths of morality, suffered most from the effects of the sun, and some had to retire for slumber an hour or more before dawn. They pushed for resolution before they had to leave, cutting short rambling digressions and repetitions. Niccolo remained on the floor, trying his best to heal himself inconspicuously. Shortly before 4 AM, the Paladin picked him up again. He shook in those strong hands, tossed back forth a time or two.

“Are you paying attention?” the cool voice asked. Niccolo nodded as vigorously as he could; he tried to speak, but the gashes on his neck made it hard to form sounds. “Good. We have chosen your companions. Sleep now, here. After sunset you will begin.”

Gradually the gathered crowd dispersed. The last thing Niccolo saw, before the curse forced him to sleep, was the Paladin still standing calmly over him.


Monday, 8 November 1999, 10:15 PM

Sheraton Hotel

Seattle, Washington

Lucita sat bolt upright as she dialed. She’d sent a necessary fax, and now it was time to wrap up the last loose end of business. The client couldn’t see her (unless he were much more adept at psychic affairs than she realized), but she preferred to conduct herself as if he could. So she wore one of the suits she’d bought at Sea-Tac Airport and had her notes arranged neatly on the hotel room’s desk. Their tidy pattern shone back at her from the mirror, and she made sure to handle them carefully so that they seemed to rise and fall in an orderly manner rather than as if simply blown by the wind.

The phone rang three times. A man answered, speaking slightly bored-sounding German. “Bitte.”

“Herr Wiscz, please.”

The man switched over to English with a smoothly generic middle-class English accent. “Mr. Wiscz is unavailable to callers at this time. You may leave a message, and if it is a matter of business warranting his attention, he shall return your call when feasible.”

“This is Katherine Scott.” She gave the name she’d accepted this contract with. “Inform Mr. Wiscz that it is necessary to invoke the termination clause of our agreement. He may verify the return of funds with this number.” She recited an access code for her Hamburg account. “Should he have any further questions, he may….”

“Excuse me, please,” the man interrupted. His calm was gone. “Perhaps Mr. Wiscz is available after all. Please hold while I confirm.”

Lucita waited. She’d hoped that the ghoul might simply set down the receiver so that she could listen to background sounds, but he retained enough presence of mind to actually put her on hold. So she reviewed her notes on the client and watched a late-night ferry cruising north up Puget Sound.

Two minutes and twenty seconds later, the client answered the phone. He sounded perfectly composed, with the arrogance of the elder who has been accustomed to obedience from others for four hundred years. “Miss Scott. My retainer informs me that you are canceling our contract. This is very disappointing.”

“Mr. Wiscz, the world is full of disappointments. I am sure that you will be able to bear up under the grief of this loss.”

“Miss Scott, I am not paying you for efforts at comedy. I am paying you to retrieve my missing childe. Are you admitting your inability to do so?”

“I am declaring that the termination clause is now in effect. This means that I have not finished the assignment and that I will not be proceeding with the matter.”

“I demand to know—”

“Our contract does not include any provision for you to demand any knowledge. There’s a provision to notify you with evidence upon completion, and there’s the termination clause. Review the document you signed.”

“This is extremely disappointing. I shall—”

“Take out a complaint with my sire? Best of luck finding him. Complain to your superiors in the order? I’m sure they’ll be very sympathetic to your plight. We both now how much they approve of hiring independent operatives. Take it up with the Sabbat, perhaps, or the Monitor of Prague.” She smiled at the silence on the other end. “If anything, Mr. Wiscz, I should bill you for the information you received.”

“What!” He raised his voice for the first time.

“You now know four suspected aliases your childe isn’t using. That information has value, since your next operative can proceed that much more quickly. Be appreciative that I don’t charge you for the service.”

Wiscz sputtered incoherently.

“Thank you, Mr. Wiscz, that’s all. Please, feel free to take your business elsewhere in the future.” Lucita put down the receiver and quickly replaced the scrambler attached to the phone jack with a different one. She didn’t really believe the stories of blood magic that could pick up on the sympathetic resonance of a completed circuit of hardware-and-user, but she did believe in not taking chances. Just to be on the safe side, she unplugged the receiver and set it across the room, making a note to herself to pick up a replacement from some other hotel phone later.

Lucita looked down at the rain-flecked streets and thought about strolling along them corporeally, but something inside her warned of trouble. She put on a coat and took along a new umbrella just in case, then turned off the room’s lights and stepped into a corner shadow.

The passage through the Abyss, the realm beyond shadow, was as free of sensation as always. No temperature, no wind, no motion, nothing to stimulate any of her senses. Awareness flooded in to her well-trained mind: of her location relative to the material world, and of the inhuman forces far away in the depths. She had never encountered any of the independent shadow-creatures spoken of in Lasombra folklore, only the unthinking entities conjured up by some vampire’s own force of will. Or at least that was true until that final encounter in Madrid, when something had risen in her sire’s lair and nearly destroyed them all.

Lucita did feel very sure that her sire was truly gone. She could find no trace of his influence in her mind or soul. There might be some still-embedded command, but she thought not. She’d demonstrated to her own satisfaction that her will was her own, at least for the present moment. His undead hand did not stop her from making the pilgrimage home, nor from then immersing herself in her calling.

On a whim, she stepped out of the shadows onto the roof of an apartment building somewhere north of downtown. The clouds lifted for a moment, showing her the dark waters of Puget Sound and a few lights in the distance. The neighborhood around her gave off a faint smell of blood; she suspected that some vampire had fed nearby. Sabbat? Camarilla? Independent? She wasn’t altogether certain of the state of affairs in Seattle, and decided not to risk a nuisance encounter. One step took her back into the shadows.

As she drifted, she laid out her recent actions as if she were someone else, treating herself as the target of one of her operations. Reason must prevail.

The target had recently lost her sire, with whom she’d had extremely hostile relationships. The target had then attempted to retreat into juvenilia with a return to the mortal home. After an unproductive act of masochism and an argument with resident ghosts, the target flung herself into a frenzy of very un-mortal activity, accepting the sort of routine job from an unpleasant client that she’d usually reject. Less than a week after that, she abruptly broke off the contract and put her primary point of contact on indefinite suspension.

The pattern was obvious. The target is in a state of panic, suffering from identify confusion. It is very likely that if she does not find a stable foundation, she will engage in increasingly self-destructive actions until she meets true death. It’s an old story, one that the observer had often exploited to make assassination easier.

But where might stability lie now?


Tuesday, 9 November 1999, 3:15 AM

Museum der Arbeit

Hamburg, Germany

Willa Gebenstaler examined the fax on her desk for signs of hoaxing. While her communications links with Madame Scott were as fine as she could make them, nothing material could be totally secure against supernatural manipulation. If this was a hoax, it would be the…she paused to count. Yes, it would be the fourth since Willa took this position, and the second this century.

The fax itself was clear and simple. It had instructions for paying off the recent contract with Wiscz in Prague and the longer-term one with Kamedov in Istanbul, and a separate paragraph reading, “Accept no contracts. Take no messages. Inform all callers I am unavailable. Apply Reserve Fund B until further notice.” The last part worried Willa: Reserve Fund B had been set up at the very beginning of her term for use in the event that her employer was destroyed or permanently incapacitated. If it was genuine, then Willa was at liberty to dive into three and a half centuries’ accumulated interest and set-aside funding and occupy herself very comfortably indeed until such time as Madame Scott chose to resume their relationship. Fretfully, Willa held the fax front and back to her glass desktop, as if hoping to see a secret message reflected there.

Officially, Willa knew nothing of her employer’s identity, and in point of fact Madame Scott had never let anything slip which could point to her identity. She’d always spoken a pure, accent-free German to Willa and avoided discussing anything specific about the past except with reference to a current assignment. Still, given time a careful observer notices things, and an intelligent office assistant puts the pieces together.

To begin with, the name was fake, and so were the facial features. Willa knew that the custom of disguise was pretty well universal among elders who didn’t maintain permanent residences in affiliation with one of the big sects. (She hadn’t known that in 1642, but then she hadn’t known much of anything about Kindred society then.) The name wasn’t particularly clever, though. “Scott” meant “Shadow,” if you traced it back to Greek, and that immediately suggested either the Lasombra or someone deeply concerned with darkness. There weren’t that many elder Lasombra known to be without permanent havens. “Katherine” suggested, among other things, one of the queens of Aragon, and that merely confirmed Willa’s speculation.

She suspected that Madame Scott wanted people to figure it out, with just a little effort, and then feel that extra touch of awe at realizing who they dealt with. She’d never asked Madame Scott, of course. Nor had she ever mentioned her speculation to anyone else; she was fairly sure Madame Scott would be able to read the thoughts or emotions associated with such a betrayal, and in any event she enjoyed her position and wished to keep it.

Ever since those long-ago days of Protestant revolution, Willa had maintained an office somewhere in the Hamburg area and made it known discreetly that she was the contact for an experienced, unaligned vampire willing to perform potentially messy operations for suitable fees. For most of that time, the Camarilla court of Hamburg recognized Willa as a quiet, scholarly individual of unfortunately clanless origin—how she hated the sect’s preferred term of Caitiff—who nonetheless earned her right to survival through timely research and administrative services. Unofficially, of course, the prince usually knew what she really did; every so often she even arranged a (completely deniable) contract on behalf of the court. As long as her visitors didn’t create trouble, the court didn’t care.

Thirty years ago Willa moved into a corner of the basement of the Museum of Labor and Technology. Madame Scott assisted her from time to time in applying mental leverage to the museum staff, and nobody ever, ever noticed Willa or her office. She tapped into the museum’s communications, which now included permanent high-speed Internet connections, to retrieve messages from multi-layer cover and redirection systems. Deals with Hamburg’s Tremere secured her network against most intrusions, but there was always someone out there with more raw power, skill, or both in a position to try something she and her consultants failed to anticipate.

Most of the time, Willa’s work was very routine. Individuals would make tentative contact, following leads which suggested ways to get an assassin or fixer. There were apparently abandoned mailboxes in Berlin, formats for newspaper ads in Vienna and Zurich, phone numbers in Brussels which were re-routed through encrypted satellite systems—a whole constellation of avenues for approach, whose apparent geographical center was somewhere in the Rhineland in the far western reaches of Germany, just as another bit of misdirection. Willa would send back information on more securely anonymous channels, and from there negotiations would proceed. Madame Scott would take the case (or not), and the funds would move, and the work would be done, and Willa would deliver the proofs of completion.

Every so often, things got a bit livelier. Madame Scott sometimes went into seclusion, or into frenzies of activity. She had some pet projects which she’d pursue to the abandonment of normal assignments, making extra work for Willa and spreading bad rumors which could dim business for decades at a time.

These last few months had been strange, even for Madame Scott. There was the summer of furious activity when Willa could scarcely reach her employer. (Willa knew perfectly well that Madame Scott maintained other points of contact under other aliases, but preferred not to think about it. She was jealous of her employer’s divided attention and felt distrusted when out of touch.) Suddenly Madame Scott was in Spain, Willa learned, and traveling mostly out of touch. Then came the almost frantic phone call from Zaragoza at the start of November. Madame craved work, now. Willa found the request from Wiscz at the top of her stack, and Madame accepted it without nearly her usual caution. Off to the New World to hunt a lost childe!

Now this.

Willa had worried before that Madame might be approaching the point of no return, where she’d either commit suicide directly or keep plunging into too-dangerous assignments until she was destroyed. In the past, Madame had managed to calm down with the help of colleagues and associates, whom Willa did not know how to reach. Madame was out there among the Western barbarians—for Willa, the New World remained a haven for savages and malcontents, many of whom no doubt went through life with tribal paints and tattoos—and out of touch. The punishment for Willa contacting her now would be extreme, perhaps even final. Reserve B threw Willa onto her own devices.

She very much hoped that some night she would hear from her mistress again, but she feared that the association had come to its end. Her pace, as she walked toward her prepared sleeping chamber in a large converted file locker, was slow and sad.


Thursday, 30 December 1999, 10:10 PM

Diablo Amarillo Tavern

Bahía de Los Angeles, Baja California, Mexico

The tavern was an oasis of light and noise in the midst of a dozen blocks of darkness. Two fires within a week of each other had taken out a whole series of transformers. The Yellow Devil remained lit because its builder had been a paranoid survivalist who aimed for self-sufficiency. More than thirty years later, the current management carried on the tradition, and tonight they reaped the rewards once again in windfall business. There were a lot of people in there, sending out scents and noise into the night.

From his vantage point on the roof, Andrew Emory could hear the conversations echo up through street-level windows, kitchen stove vents, air conditioning intakes, and a dozen other ways through the tavern’s walls or ceiling. With a little concentration he could triangulate in on any particular knot of conversation. Every few minutes he shifted slightly to better concentrate on a different part of the main room below. Some of the exchanges sounded promising.

“So, Jerry, who’d you rob this time?”

“No robbery, boys, this was one flush customer.”

“Oh, God, here we go again. ‘Dear Boat Rental Forum: I never used to believe your stories were true…’”

“Laugh all you want. Really. But she had a lot of money, and such particular needs.”

Andrew stretched forward over the closest vent. This sounded like a classic vampiric ploy.

“This one came in looking like your typical bitch in heat, all done up pretty. She started preening herself in the mirror….”

Andrew stopped listening. He was hunting experienced Lasombra, who would neither expose their lack of reflection carelessly nor, given their circumstances, engage in casual use of mental domination to make mortal targets think there’d been reflections. On to other conversations.

“Man, I woke up this morning feeling sooo fuckin’ drained.”

“No kidding. You look like you been seeing ghosts all night in your sleep. If you just ever fuckin’ washed, you’d be pale.”

“Aw, shut up. I’m serious, man. Three days running I been just totally tapped out all day. Wake up feelin’ like shit, don’t get no better, don’t sleep well. This sucks.”

Andrew concentrated again. He personally wouldn’t prefer to feed on someone who sounded so obviously like a junkie, but then some vampires got a thrill from that kind of thing. The complainer and…two, make it three…friends sat in one of the booths on the harbor side, and Andrew could easily lean back against the façade and hear them clearly.

“Show us your arms, Mike.”

“Uh?”

“Don’t ‘uh’ me, you fuckhead. You’re on the needle again. You got all the signs. Show me your goddamn arms.”

“You’re full of shit, man.”

“Show ’em or I’m gonna pull ’em out myself and break up your little game of pocket pool.”

“Gimme a fuckin’ break! I’m sick!”

“I’ll give you two. Show.”

There was a moment’s silence. Andrew readily imagined the foursome staring at two outstretched arms.

“Okay, Mike, sorry.” There was another moment’s silence. “Wait a sec. Maybe you’re shootin’ up somewhere else.”

“Fuck you! You got me stickin’ out here so you can do the junkie test in front of all these people, ruinin’ my goddamn reputation, which I have been working hard to fix, fuck you very much, and now what? I ain’t bending over for you to poke nowhere else.”

“Shut up. I remember last year with the legs trick. That actually got you onto that salvage job, remember? Boss didn’t think to look anywhere, and if you’d been smart enough to keep the damn wet suit on until he left, he wouldn’t ever have seen the needle marks in your ankle.”

Andrew wished he could get a look at the scene, clear though the descriptions were.

“Mike, gimme your goddamn leg or I’m gonna take it off at the hip. If you’re really clean, then you got some weird shit, and we’re gonna help. But if you’re having us on again, you’re gonna regret it.”

“Swear to God, man, I ain’t doin’ nothin’ that could make me sick like this.”

“Take off the sock, Mike, or it ain’t gonna last the night.”

“Jesus H. Christ, man, if I wanted some foot fetishist, I’d go over to…”

“Mike.”

There was another silence.

“Mike, I’m gonna kill you. What the hell is this shit? Those don’t look like no needle marks, but you’re sure as shit on something. Talk. Now.”

“You know the old ladies at the salvage place?”

“Yes.” Andrew appreciated the controlled anger in that voice. He made a note to have someone check up on that one; if he kept it up, he might make a fine vampire some night, or at least a very useful bit of cannon fodder.

“You know the one who’s all bald on one side?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, well, one night I saw her lying on the dock. This was a couple weeks back, when I was down there to, um, you know…”

“Steal anything that wasn’t nailed down for your damn fix.”

“Aw, man, you make it sound so tacky.”

“Talk.”

“Okay, so she’s lying on the dock, and she’s got ants crawling all over her ankles. They was crawling over these little piles of broken glass with somethin’ white sprinkled on it. I go to brush them off, and she says, no, no, leave them. I ask here what for. She says, I show you, and quick as anything puts one of them on my wrist. There’s this bite, and then wow.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah. Wow.”

“What the fuck does that mean?”

“I felt good. I mean, I could see that kind of double-ring thing like down there, but I had about two seconds of
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