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The thing lay in the earth for almost three centuries, aware yet not alive, conscious yet not awake. As it had been in the ground only a fraction of its existence to date, the thing spared this passage of time little thought. It had attained such power that it need not walk the land to make its influence felt. Even had it wanted to rise, the lethargy of its torpor was hard to overcome. Though powerful, the thing would be weak when first it arose, leaving it at the mercy of its great foe. That hated creature moved about the surface world, searching for ways that it might exact a final vengeance upon its enemy.

The thing in the ground had a similar agenda, but pursued it through the subtle manipulations of lesser creatures. These agents served its ends, unwittingly for the most part, making plans of their own that protected the thing from its foe. This struggle remained a stalemate for decades. Then other conflicts grew to spill over into their ages-old battle. The thing caused itself to be exhumed and moved to a place of greater safety. While no longer buried it remained asleep, though far from at rest.

The thing sensed great change in the offing, cataclysms that could well spell the destruction of its foe or itself—or both. Many forces were at work now, though few impacted on the thing’s own plans. Knowledge of them remained in the background of its somnambulant mind to be called forth if one proved useful at some later time.

In this way, the thing sensed the arrival of a new entity, a kind of presence it had not felt in three millennia. It reminded the thing of an ancient possibility, a miracle it had long forgotten existed. By its very nature, this entity held forth the possibility of redemption for the damned.

The thing extended its awareness and stirred its minions into action….


Part I:

Ancient Mysteries, Modern Nights


One

The vampire called Beckett slipped into the city unnoticed. He was a lone wolf, preferring his solitary research to being drawn into the often petty machinations in which his kind indulged. He hoped to interview a respected elder, the crone Inyanga, and leave Chicago with no one the wiser.

Beckett had been undead for centuries. He knew the United States when it was a cluster of colonies hugging the East Coast, the rude towns and ports symbols of European imperialism in all its glory. He marveled at the explosion of culture, art and science that was the Renaissance. He witnessed the revelation of mysteries that changed the very nature of mortal society—the atom, electricity, gravity, and more. Existing in a time when events of import seemed on a constantly accelerating path, Beckett had grown curious about his own origins. Not to learn how or why his shadowy sire had embraced him, had remade him into one of the undead. He’d long ago found the answers to such minor riddles. Instead, Beckett hoped to discover the origins of all vampires. He searched for the secret of Cainite birth.

Theirs was a culture that stretched back to the dawn of humanity, a long history of which even the eldest undead knew little. Vampires were masters of secrecy, after all. They hugged the shadows of human society, their survival depending on keeping their existence hidden. Beckett excelled at piercing this veil of secrets while keeping himself wrapped in mystery. This talent made him well-suited for his chosen pursuit but not popular among vampires. His acerbic attitude and unwillingness to swear loyalty to any sect, even the clan with which he shared blood, left him separate from other undead—a gang of one. Beckett was an enigma even among his own kind.

This suited him fine. It meant working harder to uncover each scrap of fact he found, but Beckett felt it was a small price to pay. He had little patience for the petty scheming and politics common to vampiric culture. Let them squabble for control of mortal society and dominance over one another. Beckett had a greater task, and an eternity in which to pursue it.

He hoped by amassing the often vivid recollections of elder vampires that he might piece together a cohesive picture back to the one reputed to be the first of their kind—Caine. The majority of vampires believed that Caine was a real figure, a powerful thing that still existed in the modern age. Hidden, watching, waiting… though opinions varied on what Grandfather Caine was waiting so patiently for all these millennia. Beckett suspected that the son of Adam and Eve, in undead lore cursed with vampirism for killing his brother, was just that: lore. A parable. But he couldn’t prove his hypothesis until he’d gathered enough evidence.

It was a drawn out, laborious task, one he’d pursued for a century already. But if there was one thing Beckett had, it was time.
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Beckett prowled Chicago’s Graceland Cemetery in the frigid February night, waiting for Inyanga. The elder vampire had no permanent resting place and often roamed across North America for reasons known only to her. She’d adopted Graceland as the closest thing to a permanent lair. Beckett knew that if Inyanga were in Chicago, she’d come by the cemetery sooner or later. And since she was in the area the last he’d heard, Beckett camped out and waited.

It was only his second night there and he wouldn’t be surprised if he had to wait even longer. Beckett had come to terms with the long stretches of boredom that walked hand in hand with immortality. The key was, simply enough, to cope with the downtime. That was easier said than done, though, especially when days became years and years dragged into centuries. Beckett split his time between re-reading James Ellroy’s American Tabloid and taking in the sights of the cemetery’s many stately tombs. He preferred being outdoors, and subzero temperatures had ceased to be a concern for him a century before anyone even imagined the concept of central heating. Strolling through Graceland, Beckett enjoyed the stillness undisturbed.

He was appreciating the design of the tomb housing famed architect Mies van der Rohe when he sensed a subtle change in the air. Even before he turned, Beckett knew Inyanga had arrived. Had been watching him for some time, he suspected. Many vampires indulged in the dramatic entrance; Beckett and Inyanga were not among them.

Inyanga stood in the dark a few yards from Beckett, visible to his preternatural senses. Inyanga’s African heritage was apparent. Standing at full height, she barely reached Beckett’s shoulder. She was as wiry as the night of her embrace, though her muscles had the tensile strength of steel. Beckett knew Inyanga could punch through the marble of the nearby tomb with little effort. She looked old, too, an uncommon trait for beings who for the most part were made vampires while in their prime. Physical appearance was seldom an indicator of a vampire’s age, but for Inyanga, it provided a convenient benchmark. She had the look of a wizened grandmother, her skin wrinkled and hair gray. Her skin had darkened through the years at pace with her unlife, much as fairer-skinned vampires like Beckett grew increasingly pale. Inyanga looked carved from a block of ebony, her skin so dark as to absorb the illumination cast by distant streetlights and reflected off patches of snow. She stood still as a statue, wearing the same simple style of wrap she wore ages ago. Like other old vampires, much of the small fidgets and mannerisms that mark the living had vanished long ago. Inyanga existed without the least wasted motion. Anyone lacking the enhanced senses of the undead could have mistaken her for an unusual monument amongst the rest in the cemetery. Beckett knew that, in time, he would achieve a similar state of being; he had already dispensed with many extraneous affectations that marked his days among the living. Yet still, even a creature as old as he was found Inyanga’s absolute stillness unnerving.

A simple exchange of nods passed for preamble. Beckett had better things to do than inquire after Inyanga’s health (an odd question between undead to begin with) or ask how the hunting was this time of year. Instead, he said in a respectful tone, “Mother Inyanga, my name is Beckett.” Many of his kind appended titles of some sort to their names—“The Tracker,” or “Childe of Brunhilde”—but he’d always found the convention silly in social situations. Only for purposes of genealogical research did Beckett care who sired whom.

“I hoped to ask you some questions,” he continued, still speaking in a Zulu dialect. It was one of two dozen languages he commanded with equal facility, and of even more that he had at least passing familiarity with. He used it out of respect for Inyanga and as a safety measure in case some agency might be eavesdropping. Unlikely, but it never hurt to play it safe.

Inyanga looked at him without expression. Having dealt with enough elders in the past, Beckett imagined she had to remind herself to show any. Despite her stillness, Beckett caught an undercurrent of… something. Agitation? Excitement? Curiosity? He gave a mental shrug. If it had anything to do with Beckett, she would tell him or he would discover it on his own sooner or later.

“You are the one who searches our past,” she replied in an older version of the same dialect. Her voice was low and resonant, conjuring images of wild places untouched by mortal hands. “You come during interesting times.”

It was sometimes difficult to parse elder vampires’ words, especially when they talked about something as fluid as time. She could be referring to recent events among undead society, of something specific to the area, or even of something from a century ago. Beckett hazarded a guess that it was the first option. Vampiric society, though never static, had undergone dramatic upheaval in the turning of a new millennium. There were more of them in the world than ever before, numbering in the thousands, even tens of thousands. Old enmities had exploded into fresh violence, previous alliances had ended, portents of the destruction of everything from individual vampires to every existing Cainite made the rounds, growing ever more dire with each retelling. It had made Beckett’s pursuits easier, the fear and doubt welling up in others making them more forthcoming with their hoarded secrets.

“Change is constant, Mother Inyanga,” he said. “Only those without memory or vision are surprised by the present.”

She nodded. “You speak of the conflict between Camarilla and Sabbat.” These were the two major opposing vampire groups. “I agree that their ongoing strife is no surprise to those of us who watch the flow of history. The creatures of those sects are welcome to destroy one another until none are left. My concern is for those who suffer at their hands in the process.”

Beckett knew Inyanga was as disinterested in undead politics as he was. She also had a reputation as a defender of humanity. Although she fed on the blood of mortals like any other vampire, she saw nothing to be gained by abusing them or by treating them like cattle.

“That is what I referred to, yes. But it’s not what I’m here to talk about.” He was prepared to continue, then noticed an increased spark of interest in Inyanga’s ebon eyes. He got the impression that she hadn’t referenced the undead Jyhad either. Curious, he asked, “What do you mean by ‘interesting times,’ Mother Inyanga?”

She looked at him a second longer, then turned away. Beckett supposed he should follow her. If Inyanga had wanted to leave she could have moved faster than even his senses could detect, giving him no trail to follow. They walked to the edge of a pond. Looking out over the icy surface, Beckett waited for the ancient thing beside him to speak.

“I have thought from time to time that we should meet,” Inyanga said at length. “Your… studies… interest me. Too many of us worry about power and survival. History is a great teacher. As mortals, we learn from our parents, who learn from their parents. Culture and heritage comes from our ancestors.”

She made the effort to turn her head and look up at him. “As we are now, deathless, we should benefit from even greater wisdom. And yet the undead guard eons of history with the jealousy of a miser hoarding his treasure. We know next to nothing of the truth that made us.”

Beckett was surprised. He’d long known Inyanga was not a typical elder vampire. She was shaped by a different philosophy than Western Cainites were. He hadn’t looked her up in the past because she seemed so far from the main history of their kind. Beckett knew he shouldn’t have presumed Inyanga’s philosophy or knowledge based on her origins. It was pointless to regret missed opportunities in the past. Best to take advantage of the present. If Inyanga was willing, even eager, to share information, it made his job that much easier.

It didn’t prove to be that simple, however. “Under other circumstances, I would spend many a night speaking with you in hopes of discovering greater truths,” Inyanga continued. “We might learn much indeed by exchanging our wisdom.

“Yet there is a puzzle more immediate that demands my attention. There is a mystery in this city. One that creeps ever further into my awareness in recent times. I have used all my skills to uncover its meaning; I have looked to my ancestors for word of what the future holds.”

She turned her gaze toward the Chicago skyline, hazy amid overcast skies. “The Jyhad among us has cast ripples through this world and the next. It awakened a storm in the spirit world, a storm with a fury the likes of which I have never felt. This storm continues to rage, and it has awakened forces as mysterious to us as we are to the kine. I know not their true nature, but I feel that they may forever change the nature of our existence.”

Well now, that was interesting. To say that Beckett was jaded was putting it mildly, but Inyanga’s words stirred his curiosity. He suspected that she’d spoken in riddles for that very reason. “I get the feeling that you want me to find out what’s going on.”

Was that the barest hint of a smile? “I have done what I can. I contemplate many matters in this world and the next. But I am perhaps too far from things.” Her head turned a fraction, her gaze back upon him. “You stand on the fringes, close enough to see events but far enough to understand their greater significance. Your ties keep you connected to the world of mortals and undead. Yet your distance makes you free to move, to delve where others fear to go.”

There was meaning well beyond the words she spoke. She may not play the game of vampire politics, but she was still a vampire. Inyanga was offering a deal: she would tell him what she knew of the history of their kind, but first Beckett would have to puzzle out this riddle for her. The game of trading favors was as old as vampires themselves. That was fine. It wasn’t like he was working on a deadline. Besides, Beckett had the feeling that anything intriguing enough to capture the attention of something as ancient as Inyanga was bound to be worth the trouble.

“Tell me more about this mystery of yours, Mother Inyanga.”
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“You know of the mortals who hunt our kind.”

It was not a question, but Beckett nodded in confirmation nonetheless. By this point, only the most secluded or self-deluded of vampires remained unaware of the living who carried on their quiet war against the undead.

Small groups of mortals had known of vampires and other creatures since time immemorial, but they remained few, scattered across the globe and divided in paranoia, fear and ignorance. That had changed in the past few years. Beckett heard an increasing number of stories about mortals banding together, sharing information and tips on hunting the supernatural, lending moral and financial support to one another. And most disturbing of all, these groups were springing up all over the world independent of one another. These hunters had even developed a communications network via the Internet. Beckett wasn’t surprised; he himself was charmed by this latest mortal invention. He preferred hands-on research whenever possible, but sometimes it was more effective to get online than to traipse halfway across the globe to do some fact checking.

He’d long felt that a vampire who relied overmuch on his supernatural powers was soon a vampire with a stake through his tender bits. Availing himself of T1 lines whenever possible—immortal he may be, but creeping along the information superhighway through a narrow phone line frustrated him more than slogging through the early 19th century had—Beckett made surfing the Net a key element of his pursuits.

It was one of many advancements he was surprised more of his kind didn’t take advantage of. A surprising number of Cainites had trouble keeping pace with modern times—immortality does not bring with it the ability to deal with change. Many continued to meet with others face-to-face when a phone call or an e-mail would do. Beckett much preferred direct communication, but he wasn’t adverse to using tools that made it easier (and safer) to pursue his studies. There was no need to keep oneself stuck in the past. Keeping up with the evolving world was the surest way to ensure his future.

Which brought him back to the hunters. His future, and those of all vampires, was in increasing peril as the hunters refined their skill and degree of communications. The fact that vampire hunters existed used to be of little consequence to most undead. After all, the undead had been around since the start of civilization. Although too few to assert complete dominance over every aspect of mortal society, vampires nonetheless exerted influence over government, law enforcement and private enterprise. Any self-appointed “defenders of the human race” could be taken care of through mundane agencies without any Cainites having to dirty their hands. And if push did come to shove, the vampires had no qualms about battling those who would destroy them.

But these “chosen,” as they were rumored to call themselves, didn’t play by the vampires’ rules. Most tracked their quarry surreptitiously, amassing information on each vampire they hunted until they had enough to make a precise strike before fading back into the shadows. They even seemed to have unusual abilities that could combat a vampire’s supernatural powers.

In many ways, the hunters used vampires’ most successful techniques on them—stealth, secrecy, patience. The hunters’ effectiveness was undeniable. As undead were destroyed in ever greater numbers, the remaining vampires grew almost hysterical with fear and concern. The mortals’ mission was disquieting enough, but became all the more disturbing due to the mystery they presented. Where did these mortals learn the secrets of vampires? How had they garnered the unusual talents that allowed them to stand against the might of the undead? Was their recent appearance coincidence, or was some hidden force directing them?

“In the beginning, these hunters performed a service,” Inyanga said as these thoughts flashed through Beckett’s mind. “This may sound unusual, coming from one such as we are. They destroyed the undead, it is true, but they found only the weak and stupid. They culled the herd, stripping away the infirm who have emerged in such numbers of late, like ants boiling from a disturbed hill. They eradicated those of our kind who proved the most threatening to humans, and likewise who would most likely reveal our existence to the living.”

“You have a point, Mother Inyanga,” Beckett said, mulling it over. “A lot of the younger generations don’t have the good sense to keep their actions hidden behind the Masquerade. We don’t have to kill the living to survive, even flourish. But they act like they’re in some kind of movie.”

“Impetuous childer have long taken extreme action; it is the way of youth,” Inyanga agreed before returning to the subject of hunters. “Know also that those who stalk us keep their actions hidden from others of their kind. These kine see the futility of trying to reveal our existence through their photographs and videotapes. And since the undead leave no bodies when they are destroyed, the hunters leave little evidence of their efforts. They work in secret, from our kind and theirs, hoping to protect those they love without ever revealing what they do.”

“So they cut our weakest links without screaming to the world that we exist. Put that way, you might say they’re doing us a service.”

She revealed the faintest ghost of a smile. “You see where I lead you, young one. The hunters also discover those among us who are strong and powerful. Those of us who live in secret from the greater world, who do nothing to threaten the Masquerade, as you call it. Now even those of us who have no intent to destroy the kine, who sustain our existence, are in danger.” Beckett noted Inyanga’s interesting way of describing vampires’ habit of feeding on humans, but said nothing. “It seems those who guide undead policy, the so-called Archons and justicars and princes, were too caught up in their own struggles to recognize the full ramifications when the ‘chosen’ kine first appeared. So the hunters have grown into a significant threat. It is possible that those who flock to their cause might someday eradicate us utterly.”

Beckett shot Inyanga an appraising look as he adjusted his dark glasses. Most of her speech lacked emotional inflection. Though not a monotone, her voice was as much under her control as her muscles were. It was due to Beckett’s significant skill in reading others—especially others of his kind—that he sensed a wistful quality to her words. He didn’t think the crone was suicidal, but he got the distinct impression that Inyanga might not mind if the hunters cleared away all vampires. Something to follow up on, though it would have to wait for another time. It appeared Inyanga was wrapping up her point.

“Most of our brethren wish to take action against these mortals, to destroy them as they would us. That may be necessary, but I believe we should find out what we can before we do. Moving rashly could prove dangerous for us.”

“Know your enemy, you mean.”

Inyanga made a shrug with a phantom quirk of one eyebrow.

Beckett retained the habit of sighing, and did so now. “I may be known for sticking my nose into other peoples’ secrets, but I didn’t think I had a reputation for placing my head in the lion’s mouth.” Inyanga gave him an inscrutable look, so Beckett abandoned mixed metaphors for straight talk. “Checking into these hunters is a fine idea. I think it’s good sense to find out why they are so skilled at hunting us down. And I’m no neonate 10 years out of the grave; I can take care of myself.

“I must say though, Mother Inyanga, that I don’t relish the notion of getting on the trail of people whose sole purpose is dedicated to leaving me spread-eagled on some rooftop at sunrise.”

“Your irreverence is well-known among our kind, young one. You question even the eldest of us on the most sensitive of topics. You pursue mysteries with passion and tenacity. You expose secrets others had even forgotten existed.”

“Flatterer.”

Inyanga took the effort to turn her head to indicate her mixture of doubt and disappointment. “You tell me that such words are mere hyperbole, then? That you have no real interest in mystery, no desire to disclose the truth?”

Beckett smiled. He knew she was playing him, and she knew he knew. Such a transparent attempt at guile was what made it effective. She must understand him well to know he wouldn’t respond to the dramatic cloak-and-dagger routine that so many vampires attempted. A creature of few pretensions but an intolerance for pretension itself, was Beckett. None of this byplay meant anything, of course. Inyanga had offered up what she wanted Beckett to do. If he wanted to learn anything from her about his own pursuits, he would have to discover something of worth to the crone. She hadn’t offered up the whole story, though.

“So you’d like to find out what makes these vampire hunters tick. At a guess, I’d say destroying things like us is what drives them.”

“There is more to them than that, young one. I spoke of something stirred by the recent ghost storm. I sense a convergence, some bond with or kinship to the hunters, some vital tie that we must discern if we are to know what fate holds in store for our kind.”

“You think they might be working with ghosts or some other force to learn our secrets, you mean?”

She raised one wrinkled hand, as if in dismissal of Beckett’s question. “I do not know. Nor, do I think, does any other undead know what they are or what they plan. I think it is more than the obvious, however.”

Beckett wondered if she was being cryptic on purpose, but was surprised to see honest confusion in her eyes. “All right. I know others have been poking into the matter; shouldn’t be difficult to learn what they have uncovered.” He knew Inyanga could have done this herself, but she wanted to steer clear of vampiric society. Not surprising, she was known to keep her own counsel, and the conflict between Camarilla and Sabbat was making everyone even more cautious than usual. It should be easy to get the answers she wanted. A night’s work to relate what intelligence others had scrounged and he could get on with his own studies. He was used to much more difficult trades; it was nice to have an easy one for a change.

“Do not rely solely on what the undead learn,” Inyanga cautioned, as if sensing his thoughts.

“I never do, Mother Inyanga. We’re natural liars.”
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Beckett slipped from the cemetery like a whisper and loped back to the lair he’d arranged northwest of the city, pondering his meeting with Inyanga. Such encounters like that were common among his kind—rendezvous in the dead of night in some desolate place, trades of innuendo and inference to arrange the best deal possible, seldom with a true understanding of all the variables involved. He’d assumed he would have to owe Inyanga a favor or carry out some task before moving on to the topic he was interested in. It was the cost of doing business.

Investigating these “chosen” mortals would be dangerous, but Beckett wasn’t concerned. Neither did it worry him that he was an anthropologist, a researcher, not a detective. A mystery was a mystery in his opinion, and Inyanga had figured out his attraction to puzzles. Not an unusual trait among his kind; vampires tended to hoard knowledge and trade in secrets. In a society of immortals, knowledge was the most valuable currency. It was more than that for Beckett. He didn’t dismiss the usefulness of the secrets he learned, but that wasn’t the reason for his pursuits. It was more the process itself—the thrill of discovery, of laying bare the truth.

He had enough of a reputation for this sort of thing that he’d grown used to solving mysteries for various of his kind in exchange for information. Often they were pursuits in which he already had an interest, so he wasn’t put out by the prospect. (Not that he revealed this to those with whom he bartered.) The matter for Inyanga fell into that category. He’d known about these vampire hunters for some time—it was impossible not to have heard the frightened tales other undead shared. Beckett’s habits were far from predictable and he already exercised natural precautions during his travels, so he didn’t feel an immediate threat from hunters. It would be hard for a skilled supernatural investigator—someone rather like Beckett himself—to track him down, let alone a bunch of stumbling mortals. While he lacked any real concern for his personal safety, he couldn’t ignore the threat they posed. Indeed, that made them all the more interesting a mystery.

The possibility of their involvement with some supernatural agency was intriguing. Was it a move by the Sabbat or Camarilla against their opponent? If so, it had backfired, since the hunters were taking down vampires regardless of affiliation. Spirits made for an intriguing possibility, though from what he understood it was difficult for ghosts to communicate with the living. Perhaps the “ghost storm” Inyanga mentioned might have changed things.

Beckett grinned in the cold night. Yes, he could check with other vampires and see what they’d scrounged up. It would provide a satisfactory answer to Inyanga’s question. But there was plenty of mystery for him to dig into. Why should he leave the fun to someone else?


Two

Beckett flitted through the chill night air, his chirps creating a sound painting of the terrain below. The last structures of downtown fell away as the expanse of Grant Park unfolded before him. Lake Michigan was a flat frozen sheet beyond. The Art Institute of Chicago registered as a mountain of imposing mass, details becoming more pronounced as he neared. It made for an impressive sonar picture, though sight was needed to take in the institute’s full grandeur. Say what you would about mortals; they accomplish amazing feats when they put their minds to it.

He glided down, targeting the near corner of the roof. Still a few feet up and slowed to a walking pace, Beckett willed his form to change. His wings shriveled as his limbs grew, his pelt transformed to clothing, and his demonic bat face smoothed and expanded to become human in form. He trotted a couple yards as he finished his landing, his boots crunching the old snow on the roof. Adjusting the sleeves on his battered sheepskin jacket, Beckett strolled over to the rooftop door.

A young vampire stood by the door. “What’s up, bat man?” the guard said, affecting a disinterested sneer to cover his surprise at Beckett’s arrival.

Beckett let slide without comment the neonate’s attempt at attitude. “I don’t suppose this city has a new prince yet?”

The man shook his head, unsure of how he should handle the stranger before him. “Why, you lookin’ for the gig?”

Beckett smiled. “Any of the primogen here tonight?”

“Couple of ’em. Down by one of the Chinese exhibits.” The guard relaxed at mention of ranking vampires. Easiest to pass the buck, Beckett sensed.

Beckett didn’t bother asking for directions. He’d been to the institute before. Beckett slipped through the door and made his way downstairs, sparing little thought for the ease with which he’d gained access to this favorite of the undead gathering places. The Art Institute was considered Elysium, a neutral site where all visitors were expected to avoid physical conflict. (Verbal friction and scheming was expected, if not downright encouraged.) Since Elysium was ostensibly a place of safety for all, a vampire broke the rules at great peril to his continued existence. The guard on the roof wasn’t even necessary; Beckett figured he was there either to guide some pending visitor or as punishment for some minor transgression.

He passed a few people on the way, giving each a slight nod but otherwise sparing them little attention. Beckett made quite an impression on them, even if they didn’t impress him. His preternatural hearing caught the whispered conjecture that bounced off the high white walls as he passed. A visiting vampire was rare enough; add in one of Beckett’s age—though by no means among the oldest undead, Beckett was an ancient and powerful creature—and his presence in Chicago was worth comment.

Aside from faint amusement at some of the comments he overheard—no more than variations on “who’s that?”—Beckett spared the other nocturnal visitors no thought. They might have been vampires enjoying the after-hours exhibits, or ghouls, mortals who’d imbibed the blood of the undead, amusing themselves while their masters chatted with fellow undead. Whatever their reasons for being at the Art Institute, it had no bearing on his own pursuits. For that, only the primogen would be worth talking to.

He found his quarry gathered near a small display of calligraphy. Two members of the primogen council stood amid a gaggle of hangers-on. He’d met with one of the primogen, a scholarly creature named Critias, on previous visits to the Windy City. The freakish beast speaking to him as an equal Beckett suspected was the spymaster Khalid. The half-dozen others were subordinates—secretaries, sycophants or security; take your pick.

Beckett’s footsteps rang on the marble, giving the group plenty of time to look him over. The conversation ground to a halt as eight pairs of eyes took his measure. Murmurs, raised eyebrows and other evidence of surprise swept the group as he neared, dying down to expectant stillness when he stopped a few paces from the primogen.

By the rules of Cainite society, as a guest in a new city Beckett was supposed to inform the community of his arrival and ask permission to visit. He’d been in the area for a few days already, but hadn’t bothered to present himself. Since he’d planned on meeting with Inyanga and then leaving, it would have been nothing but a waste of his time. But he had little choice now that he’d taken on her assignment.

Like Elysium, presenting oneself was one of many rules vampires had developed through the years. Typically, a vampire came before the top Undead, the prince. The problem with Chicago was that it had no prince. The last one, Lodin, was slain during a flare-up of aggression among the supernatural some years back. It was apparently not a coup—or if it was, the potential usurper was also slain, since no one assumed the mantle of leadership when the dust settled. That left the primogen as the closest thing to a ruling body. A council comprised of the eldest and most powerful vampires active in the city, the primogen acted as advisors to the prince and representatives of various factions. Which, in practice, meant they tried to manipulate the prince for their own ends. Each primogen was a significant power in his own right; Beckett reasoned none made the play for prince since it would restrict their influence. Not to mention make them more of a target for any future conflict. Chicago’s primogen council now acted as a more democratic ruling body, deciding issues among the undead community by majority vote and in general carrying on nicely in the absence of a prince. One of the advantages of this arrangement, as far as Beckett was concerned, was that showing himself to a member of the primogen was less formal—and therefore less of a headache—than a typical meeting with a prince. Beckett seldom stood on ceremony, and took any means to avoid it.

“Hello, Critias,” Beckett said as he inclined his head. “And Khalid al-Rashid, I presume?”

They returned his nod, though not as deeply. An expression flitted across the ruin that was Khalid’s face too fast for Beckett to interpret. Critias said, “Beckett? This is a surprise! We haven’t seen one another in, what? Twenty years?”

“Give or take.” Beckett indulged himself, checking the reactions of the rest of the group while he took in the hall. They were doing their best to appear unimpressed. It wasn’t every day that the renowned vampiric scholar and elder known as Beckett appeared among fellow Cainites, but they were doing their best to make it seem that way. The general expression was one of curiosity mixed with unease, though the woman on the far right flat-out sneered. Beckett had expected to make an impression, but there was something about their reactions that puzzled him. Despite the safety Elysium offered, Beckett sensed he might not be safe here. Unsure of where the source of this discomfiture came from, Beckett focused on presenting a relaxed front while kicking up his senses a notch. “Looks like the place is holding up well.”

“If you mean the Institute, yes, she endures the years with venerable grace,” Critias replied. Having been a small old man tending toward plump when he became a vampire, Critias was the very picture of an ancient scholar. Which is what he’d been back in Greece, half a millennia before the time of Christ. Critias was partial to the robes of his living days, but tonight he wore a dapper tweed suit. Though small, the creature wore a mantle of wisdom that lent him a stature far beyond his five feet in height. He’d been a key player in a number of undead and mortal events through history. Beckett had interviewed Critias a number of times, the ancient vampire’s insights into the time of Carthage and Constantinople helpful in fleshing out what Beckett knew of early vampiric society. Beckett thought it strange that Critias settled in Chicago; it wasn’t a hotbed of advanced thought. But perhaps the present political circumstances in the Camarilla sect gave him the opportunity to indulge in the theories of democratic rule he loved to espouse.

Critias was animated for a vampire of his age. He retained many gestures and mannerisms that undead far younger than he had long ago dispensed with. Most notably, Critias loved to talk. An intellectual, philosopher and skilled debater, he enjoyed any conversational digression. A simple observation—such as an off-hand comment about a museum—could set him off for hours. Beckett wondered if he would be subject to pointless ramblings for the rest of the night. He had no problem snubbing his peers, but walking out on a vampire of Critias’ stature was not a wise move.

The other primogen spoke before Critias could begin digressing. “Beckett; I have heard of you,” Khalid said, as if only now was Beckett’s existence confirmed. The primogen dipped his head again. It was the only movement he made aside from eyes that flashed about, catching every little detail of those around him. It was less paranoia than acute observation. Beckett was sure nothing got past Khalid al-Rashid.

Conversely, the vampire would be impossible for anyone to forget. Though taller than Critias if he stood up straight, Khalid’s spine was so warped his head was barely four feet from the floor. His limbs were the hairless extremities of a spider, and his sunken chest folded on top of a bulbous stomach. His head was elongated, like someone had grabbed his chin and the back of his skull and pulled. Stringy hair hung in oily clumps from his scalp. Rat’s teeth jutted from blackened gums with no clear consensus as to which way they should point. Khalid’s skin was parchment-thin and splotchy; the ivory common to the undead marred by bright red boils the color of steamed lobster. A portion of his face was a charred mess, the result of exposure to fire or the sun. Beckett could see tendons along his jaw and even a hint of bone. A large World War I-era German greatcoat hung about him, obscuring whatever clothing he wore and giving him the impression of being the failed result of some bizarre proto-Nazi experiment at creating the übermensch. A foul haze hung about Khalid, the faint stench of burnt flesh and sulfur. Disgusting though the primogen was to look at, he was no different from others of his kind: A member of the Nosferatu clan, vampires as renowned for their secrecy as for their hideous appearance.

As a rule, vampires were not squeamish. Part of the curse—or gift, depending on how one looked at it—of vampirism was to carry within you a primal savagery, a thirst for blood and destruction. Most undead strove to keep the Beast in check; let loose, it would soon destroy the vampire. But the hideous Nosferatu had a quality that turned the stomach of even the most iron-willed Cainites. Even the Nosferatu themselves were disgusted with how they appeared, though they considered it part of their punishment of what they had become. Cainite society would have ostracized them were it not for the fact that they were the best intelligence experts ever to walk the earth.

Through the centuries, Beckett had developed a number of undead and mortal contacts around the world who aided in his pursuits. Unfortunately, his leads in Chicago—at least, those aware of the supernatural—were destroyed in the same struggle that killed the city’s prince. He’d yet to take the time to establish new connections, and resigned himself to dealing with the larger Cainite network to learn what he needed. The Nosferatu in this city would have an intelligence network far surpassing anything Beckett could ever hope to develop. And controlling the flow of all this, the spider at the center of the web, was the Nosferatu primogen. Beckett had never met Khalid, but knew the vampire’s reputation. Khalid was well-informed even for one of his ilk. He was also quite the recluse; it was a stroke of luck to find him there. If anyone could give Beckett a comprehensive rundown of mortal activity in the area, it was Khalid al-Rashid.

“What brings you to our city?” Khalid continued.

“Research,” Beckett said. He imagined this would pique their interest. Though for different reasons, the two primogen shared an acute curiosity toward matters of learning and investigation. Quite likely they were at the Art Institute that night to discuss some obscure scholarly pursuit.

“Indeed,” Critias said. “Your work focuses on the origins of our kind, as I recall. What lies in Chicago that would bring you closer to such understanding?”

“Tonight I’m looking into something else,” Beckett evaded. “I was wondering what is known about the rise of vampire hunters.”

Another wave of murmurs swept the hangers-on, and a few even stepped away from Beckett. Like the mere mention of their mortal foes would bring them leaping from his brow. The primogen were too old and savvy to show much reaction, but Beckett sensed the subject was one that occupied them a lot of late.

“The kine who hunt Cainites. Intriguing. It is a topic on many tongues in recent nights,” Khalid observed, his speech retaining a flavor of its Arabic origins. Glittering black eyes speared him. “What do you hope to gain from such studies?”

“I hope to avoid being staked.” Beckett flashed a brief smile. “I am simply curious. From what I understand, these mortals are different from those who’ve hunted us in the past. I hope to find out what it is that makes them so, and what their goals are. Aside from the obvious, of course.”

“Interesting.”

“I think so.”

A look passed between the primogen so fast Beckett wasn’t even sure it happened. “Walk with us,” Khalid said in a tone that made it clear the rest of the group wasn’t welcome. The small gathering dispersed, the younger vampires doing their best not to look disappointed. Critias made a sweeping gesture to Beckett and began a slow walk down the hall. Khalid took a position to Beckett’s other side and skittered sideways, his large coat undulating in counterpoint to his movements.

Beckett wasn’t sure why this topic called for a one-on-one (well, a two-on-one). There was an undercurrent here. Still not sure of what he was picking up, Beckett walked, silent, between the primogen, letting them make the first move. Critias spoke as they entered a new hall. “I find it curious that you stated matters as you did. After all
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