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ONE

Nicholas raised his face from the collection of sinew and fleshy matter that had been a Spanish sheep-herder. A crimson strand of spittle dangling from the corner of Nicholas’s mouth caught on the breeze and fluttered over the evening’s prey. Nicholas sniffed the air. He stood to his full height and sniffed again.

The now-unattended sheep had scattered when Nicholas pounced on the small, old man. The shepherd had had no time to struggle or even to call out. With his neck broken and his throat ripped open, his blood stained the land of his fathers.

Nicholas smelled nothing threatening on the wind, and the snowcapped Pyrenees were, aside from the occasional anxious bleating of sheep, silent. The hunter felt little in the way of relief, however.

The body at his feet was a silent accusation. Nicholas had not intended to kill, merely to feed. He did not require so much blood that he couldn’t have left the wrinkled shepherd asleep and clutching his jug of vino. There was no need for Nicholas to have killed.

His concern was not for the Masquerade, cowardly concession to the mortal world that it was, foisted upon the Camarilla clans by the Ventrue. Rather, he was disturbed by the recklessness of his hunt. As a Gangrel, Nicholas did not mimic the ineffectual niceties of mortal society but existed, instead, as a solitary predator. He was accustomed to survival by instinct. But this kill…it had strayed far from the instinctual to a rage that lay buried more deeply within Nicholas.

The blood curse. He knew that was the answer.

The ancestors—Ragnar and Blaidd, old, powerful, and long gone—who had increasingly been asserting their claim to his blood, had deserted him as suddenly as they’d reappeared, and in their place was a fury so ancient and pure that Nicholas lost himself in it. Gone were thoughts of his pressing quest for vengeance against Owain Evans; gone was all that Nicholas’s friend Blackfeather had taught him. There was only bloodlust—driving, consuming. The mutilated shepherd was damning proof of it. Just remembering the attack, Nicholas could feel the rage again rising like bile to be vomited onto the earth. And it struck fear into him.

Not since the night at Evans’s estate in Atlanta had Nicholas lost himself so completely. His insides burned; the gnawing hunger took hold despite the presence of the freshly ravaged corpse on the ground. Nicholas felt his own mind, his will, receding, sinking beneath the upwelling fury. He watched himself, as if a stranger, leap upon a nearby sheep. Claws struck deep, and the lifeblood of the pathetic beast poured forth. Nicholas drank, then, as the animal ceased to struggle, he let the blood spill over his legs and feet. He stood over his kill and roared triumphantly to the night.

Nicholas felt his claws rip through fleece and flesh. He tasted the blood that gushed into his mouth. Yet he was merely a spectator to the slaughter. Unable to intercede, he watched, as if from farther and farther away, while he tracked one hapless sheep after another. With each liter of blood that flowed, Nicholas came closer to drowning beneath the fury, beneath the hunger.

And still the blood flowed.
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The branches of the living tree, malevolent tendrils, latched onto Owain and wrapped tightly around his arms and torso. He struggled, but his preternatural might availed him nothing. The branches held fast, wooden manacles and chains that dug into him the more fiercely he fought.

Lightning illuminated the figure standing alongside Owain at the crest of the knoll—an old man whose dark beard and white robes tugged at him in the gusting wind. Thunder shook the hillside. The old man held a wooden staff but did not lean upon it for support. Rather, he brandished it at Owain, shook it in the face of the imprisoned vampire.

Owain was helpless. The branches wound around his neck, snaked down around his legs to his knees. He strained against the wooden bonds, but it was no use. He was the captive object of the old man’s anger. Again, the old man shook his staff at Owain and, above the rumbling of sky and hill, spoke: “Hoard the nights that have fallen unto you.” The old man’s cheeks and balding pate were flushed; red splotches marked his ire. “I, Joseph the Lesser, tell you, it avails you nothing.”

The familiar words assaulted Owain. The branches, tightening their grip, seemingly shared the old man’s anger. Owain had no breath to hinder, but his bones and joints were beginning to grind and pop under the relentless pressure. Despite the mounting agony, he couldn’t shift his gaze from the blue-gray eyes that watched him with such fury.

“The shadow of Time is not so long that you might shelter beneath it,” said the old man. His words rang in Owain’s ears, even over the roar of the wind and the incessant rattle of the leaves whirring violently in small vortices along the ground, only to jerk suddenly into the air and sail into the darkness.

As the old man spoke, one of the branches of the living tree uncoiled from Owain. It withdrew somewhat, though its tip still pressed against his chest.

The old man’s anger having reached a crescendo, he took his staff in both hands and raised it to the heavens and shouted above the storm: “This is the Endtime!”

Suddenly the branch against Owain’s chest pulled back. The tip was now a giant thorn, sharp as any blade. It glinted for an instant in the flash of lightning, then struck with blurring speed. The thorn splintered the ribs that momentarily blocked it from Owain’s heart. Living wood ripped into the vulnerable organ.

In his final seconds of mobility, Owain threw his head back, an agonized scream strangled upon his lips—

“Sir? Sir…!”

Owain’s mouth and eyes strained agape. His back arched in pain as every muscle tensed.

“Sir…!”

The branches shook Owain. No—not the branches, not the tree. A woman stood over Owain, was gripping him by the shoulders and shaking him.

“Sir! Are you all right?”

Owain clutched his chest with both hands. No wooden appendage pierced his flesh. A moan of mixed fear and relief belatedly escaped his lips as he collapsed into his seat.

Kendall Jackson still held Owain by the shoulders. Her dark hair hung in her face as she leaned over him. “Sir?”

Owain struck her a blow that sent her reeling backward across the small room. “Don’t touch me!” he snapped.

She slammed into the far wall and slid to the floor with a grimace. She remained where she sat, watching in pained confusion as Owain took stock of his surroundings—a long, narrow compartment; leather-upholstered, high-backed benches; lush oriental carpet; mahogany tables on the other side of the two-foot aisle.

His disorientation was heightened by the fact that the props surrounding him were a collection of lies. The scene, ostensibly the interior of a nineteenth-century railroad luxury car, was not what it purported to be. Not that the carpet wasn’t an exact duplicate of what would have been found on the long-defunct Osgood Luxury Line between New York and Boston, and not that the seats weren’t actual refurbished benches from the decommissioned cars of the prestigious Wroughton Service out of London, but the various elements had been acquired purely for effect.

Owain slid his hand along the buttery, tufted leather of his seat. Each button was engraved with a Textura “G.” There were many Cainites, Owain knew, who were even less comfortable with modern methods of transport than he was. Some elders, long past the need or desire to travel widely, would not deign to set foot in or on a contraption powered by internal combustion. Others refused, understandably, in Owain’s opinion, to entrust their safety to mechanized flight.

This compartment was an attempt on the part of the Giovanni to accommodate the latter—those Cainites who, through some necessity, had to traverse the Atlantic but lacked the wherewithal to arrange a more civilized cruise. With a little imagination, they might possibly convince themselves that they were carried along by rail rather than by the grace of God and modern technology.

Though Owain possessed a keen skepticism regarding flight, he also knew unequivocally that he was currently thousands of feet above the ocean. The railbaron trappings were coincidental. He had needed to depart Spain with some haste, and this small jet had been available; never mind that he had agreed to pay the Giovanni a sum sufficient to purchase a plane. Such was the price of expediency.

Owain should have been able to rest easily. He and his retainer Kendall had escaped the deathtrap that Toledo had become—the deathtrap that Owain had made it.

For decades, Owain had existed as a Camarilla elder and kept his Sabbat connections hidden. Yet when, at the request of his former friend El Greco, he had attempted to pose as a Camarilla elder to infiltrate a rival Sabbat faction, Owain had, within a handful of nights, failed miserably.

Irony never ceases. Owain thought.

He pondered the weighty repercussions that had accompanied this particular irony. Owain had watched from a nearby rooftop as Carlos, El Greco’s Sabbat rival, burned the hacienda of Owain’s onetime ally and annihilated the aged Toreador and his handful of servants, among them the sniveling Miguel. A shame, that, Owain thought—that Miguel should perish at someone else’s hand. What’s the good of carrying a centuries-long grudge if you’re not able to finish it personally?

The whole affair in Toledo might have played out differently had El Greco more accurately apprised Owain of the situation there. Instead, the old Toreador had kept from Owain the fact that Carlos had long ago wrested control of the city from El Greco—a detail of some importance. Misinformed and chafing under the compulsory nature of the assignment, Owain had proceeded clumsily. He could see that in retrospect, even mere hours after his escape. Becoming aware of the volatility of the situation only later, Owain had blundered ahead, and in the end, it was El Greco who had paid the price.

El Greco’s demise evoked in Owain more ambivalent emotions than did Miguel’s, but only slightly so. Owain and El Greco had been friends several hundred years earlier, but among Cainites, friendship was less an enduring bond and more an infrequent accident of circumstance, one that inevitably twisted itself into an emotionally incestuous, manipulative entanglement. Owain and El Greco’s relationship had certainly followed this path. When El Greco coerced Owain into participating in the plot against Carlos, Owain’s apprehensions had become reality, and any warmer sentiments that might have lingered in Owain’s breast withered. El Greco had survived not much longer.

Not that Owain regarded the resolved drama as a morality play of some sort—the scheming Toreador undone by his own treacherous plot—with El Greco’s death as divine judgement. Quite the contrary. Owain held no illusions concerning his own heroism. In his time, he had contrived plots of greater vileness. He had been the oppressor of the downtrodden and the vanquished. The only difference between him and El Greco was that El Greco was now a soon-to-be-forgotten pile of ash, while Owain still walked the earth.

Owain regarded El Greco’s death rather as a comedy of errors. The Toreador’s own derangement had rendered him incapable of accepting reality, of recognizing that he was no longer the great power he had once been. Not insanity, Owain decided. Vanity. And now El Greco was no more.

Over the centuries, Owain had not only learned but had also, at different times, exploited and been trodden underfoot by the primary lesson of history: There is no divine justice. The spiteful Divinity observed His creation with cold, uncaring eyes, and was divine only in the sense that His callousness and vengefulness far surpassed that of any mortal.

A jostling patch of turbulence distracted Owain from his philosophizing and put the torch to the paper-thin illusion of a nineteenth-century rail car. As the plane, as well as its contents and passengers, bounced, he noticed there were no windows behind the lowered shades on the cabin walls—a functional precaution, amidst the diversionary scenery, to protect the specific clientele of the Giovanni clan. No Cainite wanted to fall victim to a delayed departure or landing only to find himself greeting the morning sun as a result.

In fact, Owain realized, the sun’s rays were undoubtedly beating down upon the aircraft at that very moment. He and Kendall had reached Madrid only shortly before dawn, and they could not have been in the air for more than a few hours. That partially explained the extreme mental lethargy he had been mired in upon first awaking from the visions.

The visions. Owain involuntarily shuddered. Onset of madness? First sign of the blood curse? He had been vigilantly attempting to put them out of his mind since they began several weeks ago, and now was not the time to change tack. He felt almost drugged as his daytime slumber called to him. He closed his eyes, until the plane suddenly jerked again and rattled beneath him.

At this point, Owain realized that his servant, watching him intently, still sat on the floor at the base of the opposite wall. He’d hit her solely by reflex, not intentionally. Owain had never struck her before, but such was the life of a ghoul, constantly subject to the whims and fancies and angry outbursts of her domitor, upon whom she was dependent for the blood that elevated her above mere mortals and extended her life. There were certainly worse masters than Owain. He did not make a habit of abusing his servants. There was Randal, whom Owain had dispatched rather unceremoniously not long ago, but Owain felt that he’d been sufficiently provoked in that case. Discipline must be maintained.

“Come,” Owain gestured to Kendall. “Sit.”

She paused only momentarily before complying, obedience overcoming any hesitancy she felt. The way it should be, Owain thought, admiring his retainer and congratulating himself on his choice.

Kendall took her seat beside him. Owain leaned his head back and closed his eyes as he spoke to her. “We will arrive in Atlanta before long, I suspect. See that I am not disturbed until after sunset.” He sensed the motion of her silent nod.

Bone weary as he was from the calamities of the previous night, true rest eluded Owain. He unclenched his fists, forced himself to spread his fingers on his lap and to try to relax. Slumber was an anxious affair, carrying with it, as it always did these days, the potential of disturbing visions. They were not Owain’s only or even most pressing worry, however.

Though it was true that his personal connection to the Sabbat had died with El Greco, Carlos would not need indisputable evidence to pursue Owain. The testimony of the treacherous Javier, along with Owain’s flight, would be proof enough for Carlos to want to even the score with Owain. After all, Owain had voiced his knowledge that Carlos was responsible for unleashing the blood curse upon Cainite society. That alone might goad Carlos into striking from across the Atlantic. And because that fool Gangrel, Nicholas, descendent of Blaidd—and wasn’t that a complication from unforeseen quarters? Owain thought—had managed to reveal Owain’s identity, there was no mist of anonymity into which he could disappear. Or, Owain wondered, would Carlos sit back, watch and wait for year after year until the perfect moment presented itself? Regardless, Owain’s estate would, by necessity, become a fortress, one even more secure than the castles that had protected him from threats during his mortal days.

Beyond the actual dangers that he would undoubtedly face, a weariness of spirit plagued Owain. It brought down upon him with crushing force the weight of all of his years. Here I am again fleeing Europe, he thought. Fleeing somewhere. Fleeing someone.

Nearly seven hundred years ago, he had fled his homeland of Wales—after better than two hundred years of struggle and disappointment, granted, but nonetheless, he had fled. His subsequent stay in France had propitiously concluded after a much shorter interval. Leaving had been quite the prudent move, and Owain didn’t consider abandoning permanently the obdurate French and their ways much of a hardship. But later, in Spain, he’d fled unlife itself by retreating into prolonged torpor, and not since he’d at last emerged had he been able to rekindle the passion and fervor of his mortal existence. Something about that extended slumber had sapped the fire from his soul, had left him a parasitic automaton. Migration again had seemed a plausible remedy, but it had resulted in little more than a change of venue for the familiar emptiness.

In the past months, however, his numb existence had been broken open, and again he had been exposed to the tumultuous emotions of the living: anger, pain, disappointment. As chilling as those years of emptiness had been, Owain was ready to return to them. The dull ache of ennui was preferable to the renewed, hammering agony of hopes unfulfilled, of dreams torn to pieces.

The visions only heightened the pain.

Their onset had coincided with Owain’s discovery of the siren. As with the creatures of myth, her entrancing voice had drawn Owain in, had beguiled him with visions of his homeland. And even more miraculous than evoking images of home in Owain’s mind, the innocence and the depth of emotion enshrined within the siren’s notes enabled Owain once again, for the first time in centuries, to feel passion for the hills of Wales, to experience love for the one who had been forbidden to him in life, and whose memory he had held close to his heart all these years. Angharad.

Damnation, man! Owain cursed himself. He could not escape her name.

He dreaded the visions not so much because of the menacing figures and apocalyptic voices that assaulted him, but because he could not stand to behold again the beautiful lands and enduring love from his first years. For with the return of passion and love came greater awareness of loss and pain. Better to be numb. Damn her. In one night, the siren had destroyed the walls that Owain had struggled for centuries to build. She deserved her fate.

Why, then, Owain asked himself, did he so violently resent Prince Benison, who ordered her destruction? Could it be because Owain would bear any torture to hear that song again?

Owain’s eyes snapped open. This line of thought, he decided, was getting him nowhere. Kendall, sitting next to him, observed his agitation with concern. “Is this chamber so small,” Owain snapped, “that you must sit practically on top of me?”

Without protest, Kendall moved to a seat farther away.

Still, true rest eluded Owain. Though the visions kept their distance, his mind was full of images of Toledo: of stooped El Greco; of Miguel and his infuriating sneer; of Carlos, smug in his victory; of that damnable Gangrel; of the flames spreading throughout El Greco’s abode. The entire episode had been a journey of loss. And, again, Angharad’s name had been dangled before Owain like a cruel trickster’s carrot. Project Angharad. How had her name become connected to the curse? Coincidence? Owain didn’t believe in coincidence—not while the cruel trickster wore the trappings of the divine Creator.

A long sigh escaped Owain. He had lived so long, but lived so little. “Peace,” he mumbled as the day finally took him in its clutches. When was the last time, he wondered, that he had known a moment of peace? If only I could have died a mortal death in Wales…

But, indeed, he had not.

And now the visions returned for him.


TWO

The ringing phone jarred William Nen awake. He clumsily reached for it and grabbed the receiver just as the second ring sounded. “Hello?”

“Dr. Nen?”

“Yes?”

“The bodies that you examined—where did they come from?”

“What?” Bodies?

“How long do you estimate before this new hemorrhagic fever sweeps across the country? What do you estimate the death toll will be?”

Not altogether awake and completely unsure of what was going on, William hung up the phone. It rang again almost immediately. Instead of answering, he turned off the ringer and stumbled out of bed to do the same to the other phone. Half-listening to the reporter’s voice as it was recorded by the answering machine, William retrieved the newspaper from the front porch and was greeted by the flabbergasting headline: CDC FEARS WORLDWIDE EPIDEMIC.

In total shock, he read the Atlanta Journal-Constitution article, which quoted facts and figures from the report that he had just completed the night before! The same report that Nen remembered having left on his desk when he rushed home to be with his wife after a full Saturday of double-checking data and summarizing his findings. The report that he had planned to deliver personally to the director of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention first thing on Monday morning.

How could the report, barely finished, have made it into the papers? Nen had worked in near isolation for weeks. His supervisor, Maureen Blake, had advised him to let the matter drop. She probably assumed that he had done so. But Nen had persevered. He could not forget the faces of the people he’d failed to save over the years—mothers and children in the Sudan and in Zaire. They visited his dreams, accused him of not caring, not trying. And so, despite Blake’s advice, Nen had pushed ahead. He could not ‘let drop’ a potential hemorrhagic fever that might kill hundreds or thousands—fatalities mostly preventable if only the word got out in time.

He stared dumbfounded at the newspaper. This was never how he had intended for word to get out. Calm, rational, public-education campaigns and timely quarantines when necessary—those were the responsible strategies that could stave off an epidemic. This headline, on the other hand, smacked of tabloid sensationalism. It could spark mass hysteria.

My God. William covered his face. How did this happen?

He had sought the help of his pathologist friend Martin Raimes in analyzing some of the blood samples, but Martin had never been privy to the scope of Nen’s hypothesis. Even had someone known every detail of his work and gotten access to the report on his desk, why would anyone be inclined to give the information to the media? And how could the AJC have printed the article so quickly? There couldn’t have been time for a reporter to have confirmed the data or even to have checked with another expert. There were, in fact, no corroborating views in the article—only the information and conclusions of Nen’s report.

The phone was still ringing. The answering machine picked up call after call from different reporters wanting to speak with William. Though his name didn’t appear in the article, they had ferreted him out somehow.

Leigh shuffled into the kitchen, heading straight for the coffee maker. “What in God’s name is going on?”

Nen held up the newspaper for her to see.

“Oh.”

The rest of the morning and that afternoon were more of the same. The answering machine filled up. Eventually Leigh unplugged the phones. By that evening, several reporters had found their way to the house. William stood in the doorway speechless, flashbulbs blinding him, questions shouted at him, until Leigh had stepped in. “This is our home,” she snapped. “You all will have to wait until tomorrow to have your questions answered at CDC.”

That night when the doorbell rang after 10 PM, Leigh was primed for blood. “I am going to shoot those parasites!” She stomped to the front door. From inside the house, William heard her tone suddenly change. “Dr. Blake…I thought you were a reporter.”

William joined his wife at the door. “Maureen, hello.”

Dr. Blake nodded her greeting. She was dressed as she would have been at work—slacks, attractive sweater, flats. She always struck William as very professional, even-tempered. Tonight was no exception. “It sounds like you’ve had a long day.”

“You could say that,” said Leigh.

“I tried to call earlier, but there was no answer.”

“We…uh…took the phone off the hook,” William explained, now feeling as if he had done something wrong. “Reporters were calling all day. Maureen, I have no idea how that story…”

Dr. Blake held up a hand to stop him. “I wouldn’t worry about it, William. We think we know what happened. But I would like to take a little of your time and discuss how we plan to handle the press, so you’ll know before you show up tomorrow. Can you come with me?”

William looked over Maureen’s shoulder. A long, black limousine idled at the curb.

“Concerned citizen,” Dr. Blake offered by way of explanation.

“Oh.” It was all very strange to William. But what part of the day hadn’t been? “Come on in while I put on my shoes.”

Within a few minutes, Maureen and William were heading down the sidewalk toward the limo. Maureen opened the back door and stepped aside for Nen to climb in. He slid onto the seat and found himself to the right of a large, bearded man in a dark and somewhat old-fashioned suit that smelled strongly of mothballs. “Hello,” said William nervously. The man, his light-green eyes very intense even in the shadows, merely stared back at Nen. Dr. Blake climbed into the car to Nen’s right and closed the door. The limousine pulled away from the curb.

“William,” Dr. Blake said, “this is J. Benison Hodge.”

Nen nodded at the man again, not sure what the stranger had to do with CDC or the press. Must be a lawyer, William thought.

“Dr. Nen,” said Hodge. His deep, rumbling voice carried a stiffly formal edge. Nen got the feeling that the man was angry with him and only partially restraining his emotion. “Did you present your report to the news media?”

“No, of course not.” William was caught having to look back and forth between Hodge and Blake. “I have no idea how they…someone must have taken…the reporter, we have to check with—”

“The reporter,” Hodge interrupted him, “has been dealt with. Why did you not, when ordered to by your superior, abandon the research you were conducting?”

Nen’s mouth dropped open. After a surreal day, to be whisked away at night in a limousine and aggressively questioned by this lawyer… “Ordered? It wasn’t exactly—”

“Mr. Hodge,” said Maureen, “it was more a suggestion than an actual order.”

Hodge glared at Maureen with a ferocity that surprised William, who pressed himself back into the seat so as not to fall under that stare. Maureen quickly lapsed into silence.

“Did you not understand,” Hodge asked Nen, “that it was the wish of your superior that you discontinue your research?”

William could now feel Hodge’s stare boring into him. Those light eyes flashed cold fire. “I…well…yes, I…did realize. That. I did realize that.”

“Yet you continued,” said Hodge. “Why?” There was a hard edge to the question, an accusation.

Nen shifted uncomfortably in his seat. He looked to Maureen for support, but she was staring down at her lap. “I thought we were going to talk about the press and—”

“Why?” Hodge demanded.

William’s face whipped around to the burly lawyer. Those eyes. Hodge’s gaze took hold of William, kept him from turning away. A fit of trembling wracked Nen’s body. For a long moment, he was unable to speak as coherent thought fled him. William stared into those eyes with mounting fear. Dear God. I’m going to die. Dear God. No threat had been spoken, yet there was no doubt in Nen’s mind that his physical well-being, his very life, depended on his answer. Suddenly he felt nauseated, and with no other warning, he leaned over and vomited onto the floor of the limousine. “Oh, God. I’m sorry…please don’t…I didn’t—”

“Answer,” said Hodge.

Nen sat up, wiped his mouth. He began hesitantly, but his words quickly gained the strength of his conviction. “I didn’t understand why she suggested I stop the investigation. I thought the potential danger warranted more research. Even though it wasn’t ebola. Whatever it was, whatever it is, it’s something we haven’t seen before.” He paused and swallowed. “I didn’t give the report to the papers…but I think it’s accurate.”

“I see.” Hodge sat quietly but did not shift his gaze from William.

Having answered the question, Nen quickly looked away. Maureen, he noticed, had not moved from her previous position, staring down at her lap. They rode in silence for some time. William was still frightened, and slightly embarrassed at having thrown up in the car. This lawyer was intimidating beyond reason, and William could not explain why. But still his fingers quivered.

“Look at me,” said Hodge.

Against his better judgement, almost against his will, Nen turned to face the imposing lawyer again. Hodge’s eyes were alive with barely controlled anger. Within that boundless sea of green, William was lost. He was falling…falling….

“Your research is flawed,” said Hodge. “You will find errors in your work. Many errors and illogical conclusions. You will renounce your findings and destroy the data samples. The entire project has been compromised, tainted. Do you understand, Dr. Nen?”

Falling…falling… “Yes. I understand.”

Hodge nodded, pleased. “Afterward, you will take a long vacation. Take your wife wherever it is she would most like to go. You work too hard, Dr. Nen. You must learn to relax. Do you understand?”

“I understand….” Nen was standing at the curb in front of his house. Maureen stood by the open door of the limousine. Leaning toward William from within the car was Mr. Hodge. “I understand that you’re a lawyer,” said Nen, suddenly not quite sure what he was talking about.

“Very good,” said Hodge. “You have been most helpful, Dr. Nen.”

“And remember,” added Maureen, “you say nothing to the press but ‘no comment.’”

William nodded. That he could remember.
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Owain stepped off the plane in foul temper. By flying westward, they had landed in mid-morning despite having left Madrid shortly after dawn. Physiologically, no Cainite was affected by inconveniences such as jetlag, but Owain, unaccustomed as he was to far-reaching, high-speed travel, was nonetheless disturbed by sudden time shifts even in the best of situations. This was not the best of situations.

Upon landing, Kendall informed Lorenzo Giovanni, who had come aboard to greet them, that her master did not wish to be roused until shortly after sunset. Lorenzo graciously conceded and retreated back down the stairs. He made sure that the private hangar the jet had taxied into remained silent for the remainder of the day. No mechanics or work crews attended the plane. Refueling would wait.

This courtesy allowed Owain ten more hours of uninterrupted, vision-plagued slumber. By the time the sun set, he was prepared never to close his eyes again. He had not been subjected, thankfully, to images of his homeland or of his beloved Angharad. He had, however, been dogged by the ominous words of the angered Joseph, and always the living tree ensnared Owain with crushing force, finally to draw back, snakelike, and strike savagely at his heart.

Owain distractedly rubbed his chest as he disembarked. The thickly carpeted stairs muffled his footsteps. Kendall followed, silent in her panther-like grace.

Lorenzo waited at the bottom of the stairs with his ever-present bodyguard, Alonzo. Their impeccably kept suits and immaculate grooming were in stark contrast to Owain’s torn and bloodstained shirt. Owain reminded himself not to fidget with the captured revolver tucked in his belt, lest he alarm the mammoth Alonzo.

If Lorenzo noticed the firearm, he made no indication. He grasped Owain by the shoulders as the sullen Ventrue stepped onto the hangar floor. “Owain, my friend, had I known you were returning, I could have sent a plane for you.” Lorenzo lightly kissed Owain, first on one cheek, then the other, but Owain felt nothing of genuine warmth in the gesture. “My associates in Madrid—I am sure they charge you too much, especially on short notice. Is it not so?”

Associates. Those associates, Owain suspected, were most likely actual relatives of Lorenzo’s, along some convoluted, incestuous branch of the Giovanni family tree. Even family were merely associates, rivals, to the Giovanni. How much less consequential is a ‘friend?’ Owain wondered.

“With me,” said Lorenzo, “there is no charge for your travel.” He waved his hand dismissively as if brushing away the fee.

Owain nodded, knowing that Lorenzo spoke half-truths at best. Though the Giovanni ghoul might not require Owain to write a check of the type he would send to Madrid, there was always a price. The Giovanni were not a clan of travel agents. Every relationship cultivated, every favor tendered, happened in order someday to be exploited to the
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