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      Doctor Raul Pakow blinked twice into the scanning-tunneling microscope. He was exhausted, but couldn’t even rub his eyes because of the damn biohazard suit he was wearing.

      He sat back and activated the heads-up display on the faceplate of the suit. 11:58:59. Almost midnight here in Seattle. Three a.m. in New York. He’d been in Seattle for two months already, but his body still seemed to be back on East Coast time. Back in New York, where Shiva would be sleeping soft and warm in their bed right now, where he’d left behind everything he’d ever been and ever loved…

      From where he sat, Pakow had a clear view through the Plexiglas into the private lab of the man who’d brought him here from New York. He was surprised not to see Doctor Wake also hard at work in there, where he’d been just minutes before. Pakow closed his eyes wearily, thinking how it was only Plexiglas separating them, but that it could just as easily have been a gulf of a thousand years.

      Pakow’s lab had the sterile feel of every clean room he’d ever been in, but Wake’s work area was an almost frightening mixture of science and the arcane. To himself, Pakow had silently begun calling it the mad scientist’s laboratory.

      Science had been turned upside down by the return of magic some fifty years ago, and Wake’s lab was no exception. Medical equipment rested side by side with fetishes and magical implements that Pakow couldn’t even begin to comprehend. Long golden rods and books with ram’s heads on the covers. Parchment scrolls and strange diagrams covered with indecipherable symbols in faded ink. The entire floor of Wake’s lab was coal black, throwing into sharp relief the blood-red pentagram that stretched almost ten meters in diameter, completely encompassing the carefully arranged implements he had gathered for his use.

      Pakow gave himself a mental shake, knowing he couldn’t sit here dreaming all night. It was time to run his final check. He tapped a key on the terminal beside him to record the hour and date—00:00:00/l2-08-2058—then turned back to his microscope.

      Picking up the datacord set into the microscope’s base, he ran it through the small, clean port in the helmet of the biohazard suit, easing the cord through the tight. sterilizing passage. Pakow had been fitted with three datajacks into his right temple. One for the Matrix, one for offline memory, and the third to jack into the virtual reality equipment used in most labs. As the datacord clicked softly into the third port, his vision blurred for an instant, seeming to condense down to a pinpoint and then expand at lightning speed, exploding into lurid purples and yellows.

      To Pakow, the infinitesimal virus he’d been studying was suddenly five meters high. He turned and stepped into the heart of the rocket-shaped image, double-checking the projected outcome of the new RNA sequence. He had predicted that even though the virus would be similar to the original, the injected transposon cocktail would suppress the expression of certain detrimental genes.

      Inside the core of the virus, Pakow reached out a chrome-gilded hand to touch the spongy mass at the center. He loaded the new RNA sequence, which took the form of a large, neon-green hypodermic needle filled with glowing amber fluid.

      Using his free hand, Pakow separated the proteins of the virus and stabbed upward with the needle, releasing the fluid.

      A stream of amber coursed outward, greedily attaching itself to the viral protein matter and insinuating flecks of golden material at different places along the RNA strand.

      Within seconds it was finished, and Pakow stepped out of the virus to observe the effects of what he’d done.

      Outwardly, the virus stayed stable, one of the concerns Doctor Wake had expressed early on, but its shape began to shift subtly. Where it had started out looking like a hexagonal rocket, the new sequence bulged slightly at the head, taking on an almost circular form.

      As soon as the virus had mutated completely. Pakow pulled his view back until the image was tiny again. He turned to his left and lifted one hand, causing a small digital display to form in mid-air. Entering the combination he wanted, Pakow overlaid the display of the virus with a simulated projection of a human already infected with the original strain.

      Placing the newly formed virus into the subject’s bloodstream, Pakow was able to track its amber-colored progress.

      As predicted, the new virus assimilated the older version and supplanted it completely. The effects of the modified strain altered the subject exactly as planned. Many of the deleterious effects of the original were modified or eradicated completely.

      Pakow smiled. Send a killer to kill a killer, or something like that.

      Reaching once again for the digital display, he sped up the time lapse, and watched as the final modifications to the new virus did their work. Within the first year, nothing new showed. By the beginning of the second year. however, the new virus began to deteriorate. Slowly at first, then much more rapidly, eventually killing the host.

      Satisfied, Pakow jacked out.

      “Well?” The voice came from directly behind Pakow, making him jump in his chair.

      Turning, Pakow found Oslo Wake looking over his shoulder. Even in the biohazard suit, Wake was a thin man, and possibly the tallest human Pakow had ever encountered. Well over two meters tall, he was a skeleton wrapped in the florescent orange suit that clung to his frame.

      Through the clear helmet, Wake’s face was gaunt to the point of emaciation, cheeks hollowed and sharp, his forehead stretched parchment-tight over an angular brow. His blue eyes were sunk into the sockets of his skull like some childhood nightmare his head covered in a snow-white mass of hair that tangled and spiked off his scalp like some live thing trying to fight its way free.

      “Provided the other aspects of the procedure go as you’ve suggested, I feel very confident in this Beta strain,” Pakow said. “You realize, of course, that without extensive testing, I can’t promise anything. With a virus of this nature, there’s always the chance I may have overlooked something. What I can tell you is that the virus will remain stable, will negate any previous infection, and will deteriorate within two years, killing the host.”

      Wake rocked back on his heels, smiling. “My dear, Doctor Pakow, you have more than justified my faith in you. Once again, I apologize for the conditions under which you’ve been forced to work. And despite it all, you have outperformed even my highest expectations.” A small tic in Wake’s right cheek made his face jump in a second-long, lopsided grin.

      Something in the other man’s voice raised the hackles on Pakow’s neck. Looking at Wake now, it was hard to believe this was the same man who’d approached him just two mouths ago at the conference where Pakow had been giving a paper on viral mutations in specific metahuman genotypes. The lecture had been poorly attended, and Pakow had come to the conclusion halfway through that maybe a total of two people in the whole room had any idea what he was talking about.

      After the lecture Wake had come up to him, speaking in that soft voice about a new direction for his research—something totally out of the mainstream—and a chance to push the parameters of lab work farther and faster than would be possible under any laboratory conditions Pakow had ever heard of, here or anywhere else.

      And so far, all those promises had come true. Wake had lived up to his reputation as a genius of the first caliber, proposing methods and directions that would never have even occurred to Pakow. He himself had managed to identify certain problems in Wake’s research, but he couldn’t help wondering if Wake might have let those flaws remain on purpose, just so Pakow could feel like he was contributing.

      Still, it had been Pakow who’d made the final breakthrough on the Beta strain, or the “mystery virus.” At first the virus had been resistant to every form of mutagen, but he’d finally cracked it. That was about the time he’d first noticed the changes in Wake. The mood swings and the secretive tendencies, and now the facial tic.

      Despite Pakow’s fears about Wake, he couldn’t help a flush of pride at his praise, as well as a healthy dose of curiosity. “Is it my imagination, or have I actually passed some sort of test in your mind, Dr. Wake?”

      Wake’s smile faded, and for just a moment, Pakow thought he’d pushed too far. Then, Wake nodded gently, and spoke in that soft voice of his. “You’ve worked very diligently without complaint, and have proven yourself invaluable to this project, Dr. Pakow. I think the time has come for you to be given the whole picture. Follow me.”

      Pakow rose and trailed after Wake without another word being spoken. Skirting the workbench that held the scanning-tunneling microscope, the two moved to the decontamination chamber at the far end of the lab. As they stepped into the small room, a spray of white mist showered over them. They gave the mist a few moments to clear, then changed out of their biosuits and continued out into the corridor. The relative dimness of the white-tiled hall was gloomy to Pakow after so many hours under the bright glare of the fluorescents illuminating the clean room.

      Wake had still not uttered another word, but Pakow continued following him to the elevators. Wake pressed his palm to the DNA scanner, saying, “Wake, Oslo.” There was a small beep from the scanner as it confirmed, then Wake said, “Level eight.”

      A small shiver of anticipation ran through Pakow as he watched the elevator numbers, which ran in descending order. They counted down from the first floor, which was above-ground, to the tenth, at the lowest level.

      When Pakow had first arrived at this small compound out in the middle of Hell’s Kitchen, a wasteland just on the outskirts of the Seattle sprawl, it seemed that he and Wake were the building’s sole occupants, though there was room enough to house a small army. And even though he’d been given the complete run of the top four floors, he was restricted from visiting the bottom six. That hadn’t really bothered him. He knew all about life in a research facility. Even with his high security clearance at Universal Omnitech, many areas had remained off limits to him. Still, he couldn’t help wondering about those bottom six floors.

      The prospect that he was actually going to see what went on down there gave him chills.

      The elevator reached level eight and stopped. The door, however, didn’t open. Pakow looked over at Wake. “Is there a problem?”

      Wake had a strange look on his face. “There are things in this world that no human being should have to know.”

      Involuntarily, Pakow took a step back. “Excuse me?”

      Wake turned to him, tic jumping, and smiled softly. “I’ve had my reasons for keeping you in the dark about certain aspects of my research, but the gravest of them is that no person should have to know how close metahumanity is to extinction.”

      Pakow was about to speak when Wake raised his hand. “You are on the brink of learning something that will forever change how you view the world, Dr. Pakow, and if I didn’t need your help, I would never subject you to this knowledge. I’ve reached the extent of my skill in metagenetics. That’s why I drafted you.”

      Fear pushed its way down Pakow’s spine. “I don’t understand.”

      Wake nodded. “I know. Have you ever heard of an organization calling itself Ordo Maximus?”

      Pakow thought a moment. “I think so. Aren’t they a bunch of rich British snobs with nothing better to do than play cricket or polo and flirt with magic?” He shrugged. “What have they got to do with any of this?”

      “Everything. The fact that you think of them in those terms shows that their propaganda has been very successful. They are masters of misdirection, and they would like nothing better than for the entire world to believe the way you do. However, the truth is something far more sinister.”

      Pakow laughed, though he didn’t know why. “You must be kidding.”

      Wake smiled strangely. “Unfortunately, I’m not.”

      Pakow stared at the other man for a moment. “All right,” he said. “I’ll bite.”

      Wake’s chuckle was a soft, almost frightened thing. “Appropriate choice of words, my friend, how would you feel if told you that Ordo Maximus, those cricket-watching, polo-playing snobs, was actually a front for something very evil, something like a secret society of vampires?”

      Pakow wanted to laugh again, because the idea was absurd, but the sound stuck in his throat. “You say ‘something like,’ but what you really mean is that Ordo Maximus actually is a bunch of vampires?”

      Wake nodded.

      “And just how do you know this?”

      Wake laughed again. “Because they’re the ones funding this project.”

      With that, Wake tapped a pad next to the elevator door, which immediately hissed open. “Welcome, Doctor Pakow, to the Terminus Experiment.”

      The first thing Pakow noticed was the drop in temperature. The air from the room beyond was chill and damp. The next thing he noticed was the graveyard silence.

      Peering around the door, he saw a cavernous room, stretching back into blackness, the ceiling shrouded in shadow.

      “After you,” said Wake.

      Pakow took a cautious step forward onto the bare cement flooring, and the room instantly flared into light. Brown acoustic tiling on the walls diffused the harsh light somewhat, but Pakow barely noticed.

      To his left, a bank of plexiglass windows sloped upward to the ceiling, and a garish blue light filtered from somewhere below.

      “This way,” said Wake, directing him to the windows. “I have plans to make this room a bit more comfortable, seeing as we’ll be spending a lot of time down here, but that will take a few weeks. Still, the facility is up and running.”

      Wake stepped up to the plexiglass barrier overlooking a room roughly thirty meters in diameter. Like Wake’s lab upstairs, this one also had a pentagram carved into the flooring. Only the colors were different. Instead of black on red, this was green on white. Directly in the center, where the star formed a hexagon, rested a massive tank with plexiglass sides. The tank was filled with a glowing blue fluid, and it was from here the garish light originated. Pakow could make out the form of a naked man floating lightly in the fluid. The face was covered with a breathing mask, and wires attached at various places to his bare flesh.

      “What is this place?” Pakow’s voice was a whisper, though it sounded loud in the quiet room.

      “This, my good Doctor Pakow, is the culmination of all the work you have done in the last month.”

      Pakow turned slowly to find Wake’s emaciated features looking at him thoughtfully. “You know,” said Wake, “it’s kind of ironic. When the people funding this project decided to give it the name Terminus, they were thinking of a terminus line, the line that separates day from night. Of course, terminus also means the end of something.”

      Pakow looked down at the tank, at the man floating there.

      “I don’t understand. What’s going on here? Who is that man, and what are you doing to him?”

      Wake laughed. “What’s going on here is the biggest double-cross ever pulled off in the name of metahumanity. As far as that ‘man’ down there is concerned, his name is Marco D’imato, and he is a vampire. He was infected with the HMHVV virus about six or seven years ago, and he’s been leading a double life ever since. And with regard to what I’m doing to him, the answer is nothing. However, what we’re about to do to him is something that goes beyond anything this world has ever seen.”

      Wake’s words hit Pakow like a bullet train. “You can’t be serious. You’re not going to—”

      Wake smiled. “Oh, but I am. When you came on board, I promised that you would see applications of your research faster than you ever dreamed possible. Well, here it is—instant gratification.”

      Pakow put up a hand. “You can’t. That virus is totally untested. It would take months of work to make sure I had all the bugs out.”

      Wake shrugged. “Then think of this as the first phase of testing. The process has already begun. Look.”

      Pakow turned back to the window, and looked at the man in the fluid. It was hard to tell from this distance, but he looked strong, virile, his pale skin ghosting through the fluid. As Pakow watched, a familiar trail of amber began to cloud the blue and turn it green.

      Pakow couldn’t tear his eyes away from what was happening, even though Wake had started talking again. “The solution in the tank is actually a fairly simple DMSO-based liquid with a few other things thrown into the mix. Things not of a strictly scientific nature.”

      What was going on before his eyes was the antithesis of everything Raul Pakow believed in. Products were to be tested first, extensively. Still, he felt a small thrill run through him. Every other product whose development he’d been part of had been beaten to death before it could ever be actually tested on people. And by the time that happened, all the thrill had gone out of it. Right here, right now, Pakow’s skill and knowledge were being put on the line, the ultimate high-wire act without a net.

      Filled with apprehension and anticipation, he watched as the tank turned fully green. For the longest moment, nothing happened, then Pakow’s worst nightmares came to life.

      The figure in the tank convulsed, in an undulating, rippling movement that no normal human should have been able to accomplish. Even through the green of the liquid, Pakow could tell that the man’s skin was darkening, as if he were being slowly roasted alive.

      “What’s happening to him?”

      Wake sounded almost disconnected as he answered. “The pigmentation of his skin is changing. That’s to be expected. After all, the virus you tailor-made for him is designed to allow a vampire to survive in the sunlight. One of the basest defenses against ultraviolet burns is darker skin.”

      Suddenly, the form convulsed again, and this time it didn’t stop. The thrashing seemed to roll through the body at such a fast rate that for a moment, Pakow couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

      “Well,” said Wake lightly, “that certainly wasn’t part of the game plan.”

      The form in the tank twisted, its spine shrinking and corkscrewing until the man’s right hip bone jutted forward at a ninety-degree angle.

      As the shuddering stopped, Pakow finally managed to tear his eyes away from the utterly deformed thing that had been a perfectly formed man just moments before. “I told you,” he said. “I told you it needed further testing, that it wasn’t ready.”

      Wake smiled, and put two skeletal hands on Pakow’s shoulders. “Relax, Doctor. Nobody is blaming you for anything.”

      Pakow felt a rage building in his gut. “Blaming me? Are you out of your mind? We’ve just killed a man!”

      Wake shook his head softly. “No, my friend. We haven’t killed anyone. Mr. D’imato is still very much alive. The anger you feel right now is completely misdirected.” Turning Pakow’s head back to the tank, back to the blackened, twisted form floating there, Wake said, “That thing down there is a vampire. I know that’s hard for you to understand at this moment, but you’ve got to trust me, because I can prove it to you. Even if were true that Mr. D’imato had died, we’d merely have rid the world of one more bloodsucking leech.”

      Pakow turned back and looked Wake in the eye. The man was completely serious, and the tic in his cheek had become much more pronounced.

      “What have I gotten myself into?” Pakow said, the words coming like a kind of moan.

      Wake laughed, and drew Pakow away from the window, back toward the elevator. “What you’re involved in is a plan to save the world. Come back upstairs, Dr. Pakow, and I’ll explain everything to you.”
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        Vampires are stronger and faster than metahumans. and driven to kill by a combination of hunger and homicidal rage. Yet, most exist as solitary monsters or small bands of outcasts. Be warned, my friends. One faction of vampires, hiding behind an innocent facade, is even now working to release all vampires from their dark hiding places and let them walk free as masters of metahumanity. This group extends its web of treachery and deceit through many nations and countless organizations, but its roots lie in England’s Ordo Maximus.

        Martin de Vries, Shadows at Noon, posted to Shadowland BBS, 24 May 2057

      

        

      

      

      
        
        
        I don’t know if you’ll get this, but I have nowhere else to turn. Some people say you’re not even real, yet you may be the only person in the world who can help. I’ve read the Shadows at Noon posting from hack in ’57. That’s why I’m trying to contact you. There’s something going on here in Seattle, something you should know about.

        Dr. Raul Pakow, message posted to “Stalker,” Shadowland BBS, 02 May 2060

      

        

      

      Hot July sweat, cool bay breezes, and the sounds of far-off laughter. Twilight, a dangerous time, second only to the wee hours. A time when joy girls are made to swallow industrial solvents, when go-gangers beat the homeless to death for sport.

      With the coming of night, the humid smell of the Seattle sprawl grew overpowering, and down by the dockside the sick essence took on a dangerous feel. In the deepening gloom, the scent of industrial garbage was like the rot of an open, malignant tumor, the sour brine odor…gangrenous.

      Shadows congealed in the alleyways, feeding off, growing from the stench. It was always this way, because something gets loose in those fleeting moments between day and night. Something travels on the foul breeze. Like nerve gas on the wind.

      The dim alley faded to darkness. Even the bright bulbs from the loading docks—the ones designed to burn during the long night hours—were black. Smashed into thousands of twinkling crystals that reflected the aching red skyline.

      Hookers and homeless had been avoiding this stretch of alleyway ever since the first hint of night. Mostly it was instinct, that, and a knowledge of the twilight rules. They knew Death was on the wind and the best way to avoid meeting it prematurely was to stay out of the way.

      Tonight, Death’s angels rested in the alcove of a warehouse’s loading dock. Two forms, their shadows bloated by the sharp angles of automatic weaponry.

      The younger man wore no shirt, only dark trousers, combat hoots, a black headband to hold back his long blond hair, and a single diamond stud in his left ear. He sat with legs folded, his bare back to the cool concrete wall beside the heavy corrugated doorway. Not a muscle moving, his breathing deep, steadied with the aid of his magic. He had been seated in exactly the same position for almost two hours.

      The older man moved about from time to time, rough camos hissing quietly with each step of his cybernetic limbs as he paced in the dark silence. His artificial joints were stiffer than the younger man’s natural ones. His required stretching every once in a while, but he didn’t complain. The time was near, and everything was ready.

      Ready and waiting.

      These men’s existence had become a process of patient immobility, then quick action, then stillness again. They had become masters of the waiting game. Head-trick kings. They used various mental exercises to make the time pass quickly while still remaining alert.

      Because it was patience that assured no mistakes were made, and these men could afford no slips when the time came to move. To strike. Not tonight.

      If ever they needed all their hunting skill, it was now. If they moved a millisecond too slowly, or made the slightest misstep, they would instantly change from hunter into the hunted. Soon the moment of quick action would begin, and the bright curve of headlights told them their waiting was almost at an end.

      Two slices of lacquered midnight, the lead Ford Americar and the trailing Rolls Royce Phaeton, slid down the deserted alleyway. Both cars boasted powerful engines that rumbled quietly, the sound bouncing off the tall brick canyons on either side. Headlights cut crazily as first the Ford, and then the Rolls Royce, swerved to avoid the piles of refuse filling the narrow passageway.

      The Americar was occupied by three humans and one ork, all in dark suits and minored sunglasses, despite the dim lighting. The Phaeton’s driver was a powerfully built man, also in dark suit and glasses. He held the wheel with one hand made of articulated chrome.

      Sitting next to him was Derek D’imato, a man of thirty-five, or he had been once. Before the treatment. Now he was something else entirely. Something a whole drekload more powerful than any human could hope to be. More powerful, more intelligent. More fragging everything.

      In air-conditioned comfort, Derek looked for the sign—a quick flash of headlights in the dark of the alley. He was angry, hot, despite the cool air blowing from the Phaeton’s vents.

      Derek was on time, and he hoped Burney Costello would be, too. Burney had a reputation for being punctual only when it suited his purposes. Derek hoped it suited Burney’s purposes tonight. Anything to finish this bit of business and get back home.

      Derek would never have agreed to meet here. This was not a place for a man who wielded power. Even less a place for a man who wielded the power of a god among men. But Derek hadn’t made the arrangements, hadn’t been part of the planning.

      Shock tactics. Surprise deployments. Aggressive maneuvering. All these things were part of the plan, a plan made by a soldier. Derek’s father, Marco D’imato.

      It sounded like so much bulldrek to Derek, who had begun to wonder if maybe his father was starting to lose it. He’d heard the men talking when they thought no one could hear. Heard them saying that his father seemed to be going around the bend. Derek had understood why it seemed that way to them, and had dismissed their muttering dissent. There was too much they didn’t know.

      Now, he wondered if they were right. This plan, his father’s plan, was forcing him to run an errand that should have fallen to a messenger, not the son of Marco D’imato—owner and CEO of Fratellanza, Inc.

      Marco had been uncharacteristically patient when assigning Derek the job, and Derek had been quick to grasp his father’s logic. If Burney Costello was to give up the beachfront property willingly, he would have to be convinced of Marco’s determination. Nothing would convince him more than Derek showing up for the meet. For the heir apparent to the family empire to put in a personal appearance…well, it would help Burney realize that Fratellanza, Inc. was serious.

      There was also the fact that Burney would surely give in to Derek, where he might not yield to a mere messenger.

      Marco had insisted that the switch be a surprise, and at the time Derek had agreed. Now, however, trolling down the dirty alleyway, looking for headlight flashes from a car he couldn’t see. he was having second thoughts.

      It wasn’t that he was afraid. That was laughable. No, it was that this errand was interfering with his nightly routine, and that made Derek feel anxious, a hungry knot tightening in his chest. He hadn’t fed, and didn’t like going this long without quenching his thirst. Derek looked at the man sitting next to him, deftly maneuvering the car, and had to put a damper on his desire to simply take the man, here and now.

      They passed the loading dock of a warehouse, and were almost to the end of the alley, when a sick feeling began to burn in the pit of Derek’s stomach.

      They eased past a shadowy alcove, the glint of a corrugated metal door flashing briefly in the headlights.

      Did they hide the fragging car?

      Then he saw them. Out of his side window, dark splotches casting giant shadows in the afterglow of his headlights. Like demons in the night, something out of a cheap horror trid. He saw the muzzles of the guns, and the horror trid became a full-fledged nightmare.

      Derek moved, with a swiftness no metahuman could hope to match without spending hundreds of thousands of nuyen, but it was too late. The lead car exploded in a ball of flame, and the night was lit up by automatic gunfire, the sound like rumbling thunder in the narrow alley.

      The Phaeton, suddenly without direction, rolled further down the alley until it gently bumped into the burning wreckage of the lead car. And all the while the barrage continued until there was no glass left intact, until great, gaping holes formed in the driver’s side. Big enough that the two angels of Death could see most of the effects of their work.

      On cue, the flying bullets ceased.

      With practiced speed, the two men dragged the eviscerated passenger from the Phaeton over the decapitated body of the driver, whose mangled head dropped to the pebbled pavement. Lifting the body of their target, still miraculously intact, the two men quickly sealed it in an airtight bag that the younger man had flipped out onto the ground littered with broken glass. When the bag was secure and all the air evacuated from it, each grabbed an end and moved swiftly up the alley, past the burning wreck, to the minivan parked at the corner.

      The night was empty once more, empty except for hot sweat, cool breezes. The sounds of far-off laughter.

      And the smell of new blood and gunpowder.
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      “He’s sparking. Should be coming ’round soon.” Short Eyes voice drifted through the hollows of the warehouse.

      Martin de Vries stood as still as stone and tried to block out the cacophony of sensations. The warehouse smelled of old tires and oil, a residue from its days as storage for an auto shop. Over the hum of the portable generator that provided power to the place, he could hear the sounds of ships’ engines out on Union Bay, the sounds of people moving about on the street. even the murmuring of men speaking to each other down on the docks.

      The night air of the warehouse was cool against his skin. tingling with salt from the sea and pollutants from the factories in Ballard. Reaching into the pocket of his vest, he pulled out a small jade statue. Carved in the likeness of a four-armed demoness, the statue seemed to glow in the dim light, as if the small stone creature had swallowed something of incredible power.

      One more time into the breach for you and I, thought de Vries as he felt the calm strength of the statue pour into him, though this isn’t how you and I like to do things, is it? No fight, no struggle, simply putting evil out of its misery. Takes all the pleasure out of it.

      “Is everything in place?” He glanced at Short Eyes as he once again pocketed the statue.

      Short Eyes grunted, running her long fingernails though her hoop-length hair, pushing it back to slot a datacord into one of her five datajacks.

      De Vries knew she was now getting a fully recreated view of the entire room as she brought the four trid cameras on-line. That was part of Short Eyes’ talent. To most, four simultaneous points of view would be disorienting, maybe even nauseating. But he knew Short Eyes welcomed the view.

      De Vries glanced briefly at the trideo screen next to one of the cameras as Short Eyes used her headware to meld the composite into a comprehensible image. On the screen, de Vries saw a close-up of his own face. Pale skin gleamed like polished marble against the black of his hair, and his hazel eyes narrowed over an aquiline nose.

      “Stay chilly,” Short Eyes said. “Everything’s rock.”

      As de Vries watched himself on the screen, a small grin spread across his full, slightly bluish lips. The tips of his delicately curved incisors showed twin crescents of stark white against the skin of those lips. “Excellent, my dear. The priest?”

      “Give me the go, and I’ll slot,” she said.

      “In a moment,” de Vries said. “First I must tend to our guest. He is already awake, although he’s trying to hide that fact.”

      Derek D’imato was strapped to a metal chair in the center of a ritual circle, his face reposed in what appeared to be sleep. Severely chopped black hair framed strong masculine features, a straight prominent nose, and a wide, sensuous mouth. Long lashes fell almost to his aristocratic cheek bones. Close scrutiny, however, revealed make-up. In fact, it was caked on, though artfully done, and where Derek’s sweat had run down his face, tracks of darkness invaded the healthy-looking tan.

      Despite appearances, de Vries knew Derek was faking. No matter how much he tried to maintain the illusion of stupor, the drug would have worn off more than two minutes ago.

      The man’s thousand-nuyen suit was ripped to shreds in places and showed stains all down the front, though there were no wounds visible on him. The stains didn’t look like blood. De Vries knew blood, knew all of its stages, all of its secrets. These dark stains were too black, too shiny, to be what the uninfected would call blood.

      “Derek, you may stop pretending now. I’ve done this far too many times to misjudge the sedative you were given.”

      Derek didn’t open his eyes, but simply said, “Old man, you have no idea how deep in drek you’ve decided to go wading. When I get out of this, I’m going to rip you apart piece by piece and suck the marrow from your bones.”

      De Vries noticed there was something definitely wrong with Derek’s mouth, but he couldn’t place it. It was just wrong, that was all.

      Short Eyes gasped, a clearly audible hiss of breath through her human teeth.

      De Vries just laughed. “I have no doubt you would try, my young friend, though it’s my guess you’re the one with no idea how deep your troubles are running.”

      Derek opened his eyes with a snap, and the deep blue screamed into de Vries’ mind like pallid, vile lasers. Though this young man and he shared a common bond of sorts, de Vries felt a momentary shock at the sheer hatred and barely hinged insanity in those eyes.

      “Do you have any idea who I am?” Derek’s voice was almost a screech.

      De Vries smiled. “Of course. You’re Derek D’imato, son of Marco D’imato, principal owner of a private security corporation named Fratellanza, Inc. I also know what you are. If I didn’t, you wouldn’t be here right now.”

      A look of stunned incredulity crossed Derek’s rugged features. “Who in the hell are you?”

      “My name is Martin de Vries.”

      Sudden, unearthly silence. Derek had gone completely still. When he spoke, his tone was soft, cautious. “Bulldrek. De Vries is a myth.”

      De Vries was surprised to hear Short Eyes answer. “Shut your hole, simpey.”

      De Vries shot a glance at Short Eyes as he pulled a pack of Platinum Selects from the pocket of his duster. Lighting one, he inhaled deeply and let the smoke jet out in twin plumes from his nostrils. “My dear, it is time to set things in motion. Why don’t you load up our special surprise for our guest?”

      De Vries smiled as Short Eyes reached to the chipjack interface set into the back of her skull, just below her scalp. Instantly, her mannerisms changed as she became Priest, the BTL personality chip she’d obtained just for today. Her facial expression went from confronting to solemn; she straightened her back and brought her feet together, bowing her head in de Vries’ direction. She looked like a different person altogether.

      Short Eyes’ voice came deep and accented. “Priest here.”

      De Vries looked back at the greasy face of Derek D’imato, whose confusion was obvious. “You are wondering about Priest, yes?” He took another drag on his Select. “Actually, you have my sincerest apologies at not being able to obtain a bona fide member of the holy cloth. You see, I know of your family’s background in Catholicism, and seeing as I’ll be sending a trid of this evenings activities to your father, I thought it would console him to know that his son had something of a proper send-off.”

      Derek shook his head. “You’re crazy.”

      De Vries looked down at his cigarette, noticed it was burning low, and pulled another from the pack. Lighting the second with the glowing butt of the first, he said, “You don’t think your father will appreciate my sense of humor?”

      Derek said nothing.

      “Prepare for last rites,” de Vries said. He took a deep drag off the fresh Select while tossing the butt of the old one to the floor and crushing it with the heel of his boot.

      “What the frag are you talking about?” Derek’s carefully cautious facade went ragged at the seams, then unraveled. “I don’t believe any of this. You’re just a vampire with delusions of grandeur.”

      “No,” de Vries said. “I am a living dichotomy.” He gave a harsh laugh. “A vampire who hunts vampires.”

      Priest walked up to the edge of the ritual circle. “You are the devil’s work, Mr. D’imato,” she said in deep, solemn tones. “Martin has salvaged his soul by forfeiting the taking of blood from innocents. God has made him an agent of His vengeance.”

      Derek’s face twisted with rage, his eye flicking to de Vries. “You’re insane, old man. Just because you despise what you are doesn’t make you the agent of God.”

      “You’re wrong,” said Priest. “That’s exactly what it makes him. And as his witness and priest of the Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church, I pronounce sentence on you, Derek D’imato. Witnessed and recorded.”

      De Vries smiled. “She has a way with words, don’t you think?”

      “I declare you an abomination in the eyes of the righteous,” said Priest.

      “Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!” Foam-flecked spittle flew from Derek’s mouth, and his incisors tore a small, bloodless wound in his lower lip. “How can you do this? We’re the same.”

      De Vries felt his anger surge. “We are nothing alike, you and I.”

      Derek’s torn lip healed up almost immediately. “Whatever you say, vampire. But you and I are not that different.”

      De Vries ignored him and turned to face Short Eyes. He gestured with one fine-boned hand. “Priest, it is time.”

      Priest walked across the room and picked up a ceramic basin filled with water, a silver spoon, and a large sponge. She carried them back to the edge of the circle. “I am ready.”

      De Vries silently acknowledged her, then gathered his power around him. When he was ready, he drew himself up and stepped close to Derek.

      “Don’t come near me.” Derek’s voice was calm again, the edge of insanity turned to something far more cunning.

      “You were raised Catholic, weren’t you, Derek? I should think you would appreciate all the trouble I’ve gone through for you. For you and your father, who has forgotten his faith.”

      Derek just grunted, his unreal blue eyes tracking de Vries. De Vries took the towel from Priest and wet it in the basin’s water. “Are you ready for your final baptism?” He wrung the excess water from the sponge.

      “After all,” de Vries continued, “you were baptized as a child, and seeing as you have just recently been born a child of darkness, I thought baptism was a fitting way to prepare you for what I have in store.” De Vries chuckled as he moved the sponge close to Derek’s face, watching carefully as the man’s neck muscles bulged, trying to move away.

      Abruptly, Derek’s head lunged violently forward and he tried to sink his fangs into de Vries’ wrist.

      De Vries spoke a word, and the air around Derek’s head seemed to crackle with magical electricity. Derek’s fangs stopped a mere centimeter from contact with de Vries’ skin.

      “You like that?” asked de Vries. “I learned it from a young woman in New Orleans about a year ago. You feel the pressure on your throat? You move too much, and you lose your head. You know what happens to a vampire who loses his head?”

      With a soft chuckle, de Vries wiped Derek’s immobile face, and with each touch of the sponge, the caked make-up disappeared. Underneath, Derek D’imato’s skin was black. Not the black of someone with African blood, no, the intense sun of that continent had never touched something so dark. As the make-up was patiently washed away, the darkness became so absolute that Derek’s features began to meld with each other. Even in the camera’s floods, the black flesh absorbed the light and gave nothing back.

      When de Vries was done, Derek had become a faceless nightmare, with only the tiny crescents of his teeth and the violent white and blue of his eyes to testify that this was a face, and not some black pit.

      De Vries dropped the brown-smudged sponge, and took the small silver spoon from the bowl. With two swift, precise motions, he used the lip of the spoon to pluck the blue discs from Derek’s eyes. Then he dropped the spoon back into the bowl.

      Derek didn’t blink, and now his eyes were simply white, with two small pinholes of night at their center.

      “Holy mother of God,” whispered Priest.

      De Vries stepped back. “What did I tell you? If his kind is allowed to spread its infection, metahumanity is doomed.”

      Priest shook her head as if to clear it after too much strong drink. “Are you ready, then?”

      De Vries laid a hand on Priest’s shoulder, and looked at Derek. “You are familiar with the sacrament of extreme unction? As a good Catholic boy, you should be.”

      Derek glared at them both.

      Beside him, Priest chuckled. “You know, last rites? I even know it in Latin.”

      De Vries grinned at Derek, who still couldn’t move. “You see, I have taken pains to make this as formal as possible. Your father should appreciate that.” He made a small passing motion with his hand, and Derek’s nothing face continued its truncated arc, his teeth snapping shut on the air where de Vries’ hand had been when Derek had begun his attack.

      “You’ll pay for this, de Vries!” he screamed. “My father will make you and this chiphead priest suffer beyond anything you’ve ever imagined.”

      Priest began to chant as de Vries lit incense along the edges of the circle. “Per istam Sanctum unctionem et suam piissimam inisericordiam, indulgeat tibi Dominus quidquid deliquisti…”

      Priest finished anointing Derek, though instead of actually touching him, she simply sprinkled water at him from outside the circle.

      There was one final touch de Vries wanted to make. He turned to face one of the cameras, looking straight into it. “Marco D’imato,” he said. I have taken your son, and he is no more to you. Soon, you will be visited in the dark of night, and I will set you on the road to follow him.”

      It was time.

      Derek screamed as de Vries turned back to him. And there was little wonder why. Short Eyes had removed the Priest chip, and was back to her normal self. She had also pulled a small surgical pump from out of her bag and was holding it out to de Vries. This wasn’t how de Vries preferred to work, but if the information he’d received was correct, ingesting Derek’s blood would have devastating consequences. So new methods had to be found.

      Stepping up to Derek, he spoke the word he’d learned in New Orleans last summer, and Derek’s head snapped into stillness once again. De Vries attached the surgical pump to the side of the chair and fastened the drain tubing to the side of Derek’s neck, The surgical pump had been modified so that it would clamp independently onto Derek’s head, and the hose would drain the blood from his jugular. At the same time, the silver needle on the pump would stop Derek’s natural regeneration from closing the wound. Clamping the needle into the skin of Derek’s neck, causing it to puncture the jugular, de Vries started the small motor a the base of the pump.

      A tiny whining noise filled the warehouse as the suction pump began to siphon Derek’s black blood from his neck, down the tubing, and into the large bucket Short Eyes had placed on the floor at de Vries’ feet.

      Like petrol from a car, thought de Vries with a sad smile. With a wave of his hand, he released Derek’s head from the barrier.

      Derek screamed, a loud piercing wail that shattered one of the windowpanes, high in the warehouse.
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