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THE FACE HAD BEEN HAUNTING him for years.

He was never quite sure how long it had been since he’d started seeing it.  Maybe the beginning.  In the corner of his eye, peeking in outside the window, flashing a smile amongst a crowd of passersby and then swimming back out of sight.  Coming toward him down the hall, then suddenly disappearing down another.  A flash of teeth shining in from somewhere out in the rain.

Never enough for him to be certain of what he was seeing; always just enough to make him snap to attention, then warily dismiss it as a trick of the light or a missed dose of medication or something he’d seen on TV.  Never quite a bug bite, but enough of a noise to make him swat at the air.

Lately, for the past few years, it had been showing up more frequently.  Isaac Flanagan had come to accept it by then as one of those mysteries in life that would never really be solved, like Amelia Earhart, angels, or the pyramids.  As he puttered around with his walker in the quiet halls of the nursing home, he sometimes found himself looking around for the mysterious face, not finding it, and wishing it would show, just to convince himself that he wasn’t crazy after all.  That it wasn’t just a side effect of his ever-worsening Parkinson’s, and not just senility coming to claim him like the crumpled-up Chinese woman in 330b who thought everyone who came into the room was her cat Kitty Boop.

The proof never came when he was looking for it.  Feck it.  Feck it all.  The face could rot in hell for all he cared.  But still, his sneaky eyes would betray him, and look for it in the dark.

Until, that is, the day it came looking for him.
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ISAAC FLANAGAN NEVER got visitors.  He had no family to speak of.  He’d always been cantankerous (another Parkinsonian side effect, he suspected), had never married or had children, and had very few friends.  His Power of Attorney was one of those few friends, Arthur MacDonagh, who’d been a drinking buddy back in Ireland; or rather it was his son, Jack MacDonagh.  Isaac still got Christmas and birthday cards from old Jack and his smiling family, although he was pretty sure Arthur was already long dead.

So it was a deep surprise when he came tottering up to the nurse’s station one day for an oxygen tank refill, only to find the face, and the body to accompany it, waiting for him there.

A devastatingly handsome face, it was; framed by dark blonde hair, gray-blue eyes like the sea after a storm gazing down on him with a smile.  “Here’s Uncle Isaac,” he said cheerfully in a mild Russian accent as Isaac froze where he was, swaying slightly as his hands uncertainly gripped the handlebars of his walker.

Now that he was closer than he’d ever been... Isaac realized this was not the face, after all.

This one was achingly familiar, he knew that.  His memory screamed at him to remember, but like so many other things from his dark past, it eluded him, dancing away with the flit of a hummingbird.  But it was not the face that had driven him half mad for so many years.  Who was he?

The desk nurse, Rachel, also seemed uncertain.  “Mr. Rachmaninoff, I’m afraid you simply aren’t on the list,” she was saying, shaking her head in frustration.

Rachmaninoff?  Isaac narrowed his eyes in the slightest.  I know that name.  Where do I know that name?

“Mr. Flanagan has no immediate family that we’re aware of.  His Power of Attorney is an old family friend.  And you have never been mentioned.”  Nurse Rachel drew back just slightly, a frown salting her already drawn face, her hand hovering near the security alarm beneath the counter.

The man smiled winningly at her and pulled in closer.  “To be honest,” he said in low tones, so low Isaac had to strain to hear, “the MacDonaghs don’t like to talk about me much.  I’m from an odd European branch of the Flanagan family that they don’t like to admit to.  And... I’ve always been the black sheep of the family, if you know what I mean.  When Uncle Isaac was admitted to your lovely facility...”  He cast a dubious look around him. “...I argued with them.  But I was in Hong Kong at the time, so there wasn’t much I could really do.”  He smiled again, and Nurse Rachel’s face looked just a bit less drawn than before.

But she looked not quite ready to believe yet.  “Perhaps I should call his Power of Attorney?”

The man nodded.  “Sure, by all means.”  And he rattled off Jack MacDonagh’s number as boredly as though he called it eleven times a day.

Isaac watched this exchange with growing disquiet.  Something was very wrong here.  A nephew?  He never had brothers or sisters.  And he wasn’t even technically a Flanagan.  

Was the man a MacDonagh somewhere along the line?  But with a name like Rachmaninoff?  That did not sound Irish to him.  An odd European branch of the family.  How odd did the MacDonagh line get?

Where in the devil had he heard that name before?  And why did it make him think of music?

“But do you really want to bother them with this right now?  They’ve been going through some family issues lately, and I’m not exactly their favorite person.”  Nurse Rachel smiled just a bit as the man plied his strange, winning smile.  “And, honestly,” he said, leaning in even closer, “the MacDonaghs don’t much like dealing with him anyway, he can be so...”  And he gestured meaningfully toward Isaac, making a little mock scowly face.  

Nurse Rachel nodded in understanding as he turned back to her.  “I know exactly what you mean,” she said quietly, as though Isaac was deaf too.

He finally realized what he was looking at as he saw the man’s eyes locked on hers, and hers drowning in his, and her hand relaxing away from the alarm ever more by the second, and Isaac’s blood ran deathly cold.  He’d seen this kind of thing before.  His hands gripped his walker in a death grip, knuckles turning white.

Jesus, Mary and Joseph...  It can’t be...  Oh my God...

Now he knew where he’d seen this face before.  It wasn’t a nephew, or a family friend, or anybody’s family’s black sheep.  And he was certainly not a MacDonagh.

“This man is not my nephew,” he tried to wheeze out to Nurse Rachel, but his depleted oxygen tank made his words fumble and fall right off his tongue as Isaac struggled with his breath.  Instead what came out was a feeble whimper.

“Here, Mr. Flanagan, let me refill that for you,” a kind orderly said, swooping in to claim the tank from its spot on his walker and cheerfully hustling it away to the nearby oxygen closet.  Isaac watched him disappear, his throat closing up like a cruel vise.  Another whimper eked itself out of him.

The man who wasn’t a nephew turned now toward him, and before he could turn away, run, scream down the hall, flail, fight, kick, something, those eyes caught him too.  And he was lost in them.

The slightest peek of a too-sharp canine as the man’s smile deepened to include him too.  Isaac’s grip on the walker relaxed just the littlest bit.

“Here you go, Mr. Flanagan,” the idiot orderly trilled much too late, reattaching his oxygen tank and marching off cheerfully to his next task.  Fresh, clean oxygen sang into his lungs, and Isaac took a beautiful deep breath, with nothing in the world left to say.

“I’ll have him back before too long,” promised the man who was not a nephew, placing a gentle hand on Isaac’s shoulder to guide him toward the exit and out the door.  Isaac complied, walking stiffly like a puppet, no one knowing anything could possibly be wrong.

By the time his mouth could form a single word again, he was being carefully strapped into the back seat of a van, and no one was there to help him as he whispered it.

“Aleksey...?”
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THE CHILL NIGHT AIR splintered with a scream as Quintole Run Bicentennial Park’s trees shuddered.  Leaves flitted to the ground with quiet grace, and the rustling among the branches came to an immediate halt.  Something held its breath nestled firmly in the tree, its heart pounding, muscles aching from keeping still, but not letting go, not yet.

In the darker haven of the shadows, three vampires stood in conference.

Storm and Helen each held one of Will’s hands as they stared up the tree at their oblivious quarry.  “Did you smell it?” Storm asked the others.

Helen nodded.  “Definitely the same drug. She’s got it worse than the others, though, for some reason.”

“Her body is smaller; smaller system, less needed.  Or it might be a new version of the drug.  Or it just might be her brain chemistry.”  Storm nodded toward their prey.  “Did you get anything off of her?”

“Fragments,” Helen lamented.  “A name or two.  Jacqueline, I think.  Her mind is almost gone.  They’ve really worked her over.  I don’t know if there’s anything we can even do at this point.”

“We’ve got to try,” Will put in.  “We didn’t give up on the others, I’m not gonna give up on her.”

Helen nodded at her husband; Storm nodded to her progeny.  “Of course we’ll try.”  She sighed heavily as they prepared to separate and return from the shadows.  “I hate crossbows.”  She looked around at the surrounding foliage and decided on a nearby bush.  “That should do it.”

Will walked the ladies over to the bush in shadow.  Once safely behind it, Storm and Helen released his hands, and they emerged soundlessly back into the real world, leaving Will in shadow to sneak up the tree.  They left him to it, crouching down beneath the line of sight.

Their quarry was scanning the area with night-vision goggles, her crossbow loose in one hand, her other steadying herself in the branches.  Now out of shadow, Helen picked up a line of thought from her: You’ll never get me, government scum.  You’ll never get me.  Just try it.  Just try.  I’m ready for you this time.  I’m ready.  I’m ready.

Storm, meanwhile, was gently whispering to the tree that it was all right, that its invader would be gone shortly, and to please be sure the invader was secure in the meantime.  The tree gratefully complied, and as the warrior prey sat with her crossbow at the ready, twigs and branches began subtly curling themselves in toward her, snugly securing her feet, her knees and thighs.

New shouts in the distance made her turn sharply, only to fumble her position, find herself somehow stuck, and lose her balance.  The crossbow fell harmlessly to the ground.

At the same time, Will reached his hands out of shadow to claim her, and she shrieked as she found herself yanked out of reality and into the strange, sepia realm of shadow.

Will held her easily as she wailed and tried to struggle, but her frail human body was no match whatsoever for his.  “Easy, now.  You’re safe,” he said to her as gently as he could, as gently as anyone could while being flailed by a madwoman.  “It’s over.  It’s over now.  It’s— dammit, stop!”  He yelped as she sank her teeth viciously into his arm, and he dropped her before he could stop himself.  She plunged from the shadows back into reality and looked around her furtively for the man who had just been there, confused when she didn’t see him.

Will took advantage of this, leapt from the shadows and was onto her before she could run, this time forcing her down onto her stomach with her hands above her head.  He wrestled them behind her back one by one.  She wailed and tried to kick at him, but this time he wasn’t having any of it.  He called back to the ladies, “It’s all good!  I’ve got her.”

Storm whipped out her cell and texted her Triumvirate friends to come on down as Helen approached from a safe distance, her mind touching the prey’s.

They’ve got me, they’ve got me, they’ve got me, oh god, oh god, oh god, not the chamber, not the chamber, not the chamber, oh god, not the chamber!

Helen gazed in sympathy down at the rail-thin woman, at the scars on her arms where endless injection sites trailed each other like cruel railroads, at the shudders down her spine, just like all the other victims of the horrible new mystery drug they’d been helping the Triumvirate deal with.  

—not the light, stop the light, stop the light, stop it stop it stop it—

They’re getting worse and worse, she thought sadly.  Somebody must be getting close to something.

—and needles and needles and needles and needles—

Helen sighed.  The poor woman was gone.  Another hopeless case.  She’d spend the next week at least peeing herself in a padded cell.  If she survived that long, she might have a chance.  But so far none of the few victims found alive had made a full recovery, even enough to tell anything about their imprisonment, their captors or what had been done to them.

—Shouldn’t be, can’t be, no no no, it’s not right, it’s not right, it’s not right—

The Triumvirate’s black unmarked van came rumbling over and white-clad operatives disembarked, ready to claim the screeching victim.  Storm directed them over to Will, who handed the poor thing off to two operatives, one of whom administered a sedative.  The screeching died down to a violated whimper.

More shouting replaced it in the distance as a cluster of operatives struggled with someone else, an interloper... a human.  The three vampires perked up as a familiar voice, and a familiar scent, came clear to them.

Will turned quickly to his maker, whose face was unreadable.  Helen closed her eyes ruefully while Storm stared into the distance.  Operatives, these clad in black tactical vests and armor, were wrestling the interloper to the ground, and he was not liking it.  The night was peppered with colorful words.

“Storm?” Will said, shaking his head emphatically.  “Let’s just go.  C’mon.”

Storm took a deep breath, exhaled slowly, and got on the cell with the unit leader.  “It’s all right, I know him.  Bring him down here.  Don’t let him touch you.”  A pause.  “Just trust me.  Don’t let him touch you.  And check your equipment for anything missing.”

Helen turned away to watch the white-clad operatives taking away the slowly calming victim.  Will eyed his maker warily as she walked over, claimed the crossbow from where it had fallen, and checked to see whether it was loaded properly.  It was.

She hefted the impressive weapon as the black-clad operatives walked their new prisoner down toward them.  She leveled it at the devastatingly handsome man with slick jet-black curls, ocean-blue eyes, and a teeny tiny scar that hadn’t been there the last time they’d parted ways.

“Hi, Walter.  I can’t wait to hear this one.”

Walter Weil smiled meltingly at the queen-sized auburn vampire who was still technically his wife.  “Hi, honey,” he said cheerfully.  “I’m home.”
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ISAAC SAT DEEPLY NESTLED in a plush red velvet cushioned armchair, staring stonily at the wall and refusing to hear the sounds of pleasure issuing from behind the silk privacy screen next to him.  His white-knuckled hands clutched at the luxurious chair arms, and he furiously focused on the ripping sounds his fingernails made as they clawed slowly and meticulously at the velvet.  It gave him an obnoxiously satisfying pleasure to do it.

The sounds of soft moans and whispers paused; someone sighed.  “For God’s sake, Isaac.  Do you have any idea how expensive those are to reupholster?”

Isaac said nothing, but began another slow corn row on the velvet.

The other of the soft voices turned arch, and then he could hear cloth moving, snatched up, knotted, zipped, and shuffling stiffly away.  From behind the silk screen fairly burst a large middle-aged man with glasses and a black kinky beard and mustache; Aleksey followed quickly behind, got ahead of him, and shut the door before the man could storm through it.  “Thomas,” Aleksey said calmly, snugging himself up against the door just inches away from the other man.  “I’m sorry, Tom.  Can we pick this up again later?  As you can see, my guest is getting a bit anxious.”

Thomas glared at Aleksey for a moment, then flicked a poison glance over at Isaac.  “Why did you bring him here?  What is he to you?” he demanded.

Aleksey smiled.  “An old friend.  Nothing more, I promise you.  Now, now, Tom, don’t be jealous.”  He paused, then cocked his head slightly to appreciate Thomas.  “On second thought, you’re an animal when you’re jealous.  Look at you: hot, flushed, ready to pounce.”  His smile curled up into a randy grin, and Thomas’s rage suddenly seemed to turn in another direction.  Aleksey reached a finger up to stroke Thomas’s cheek, and Thomas obliged and nipped at it playfully.  Aleksey laughed and pulled back, fully alive, his animal hackles rising and his canines peeking out ever so slightly.  “Oh, yes.  I do like you when you’re jealous,” he purred.

Isaac closed his eyes and willed himself to be elsewhere.

Aleksey seemed to awaken then and remember that Isaac was there.  He nodded his head toward the door.  “Time to see to a few things for my guest.  Be a darling and go get Doctor Haughton, would you?”

Thomas’s animal demeanor softened after a moment of gazing into Aleksey’s seductive storm blue eyes, and he nodded.  “All right, Aleks.”  Aleksey stepped aside and allowed him out the door and down the hall.

“Please forgive Thomas.  He really is a beautiful creature, but... his emotions can run away with him sometimes.  Not that that’s always a bad thing.”  Aleksey clasped his hands humbly before him.  “And please forgive my methods of bringing you here, Isaac.  I surmised, quite correctly it seems, that you would not come quietly of your own accord.”

Isaac stared venomously up at his captor.  “Rachmaninoff?”  The name tasted like dead haddock in his mouth.

Aleksey’s eyes dropped momentarily.  He paused.  “So you remember.”

“I remember your name isn’t Rachmaninoff.”

“Any more than yours is Flanagan.”

Isaac conceded the point.  “I never thought I’d see you again after Belfast.”

Aleksey smiled a strange, haunted smile and was silent for a time.  “As you may surmise... I did not die in the bombing.”  He picked up a crystal champagne flute from a tray and took a sniff, eyes closed.  “Mmmm.”  A pause.  “1926.  A good year.  The best.  But it needs something.”  He went to a mini-fridge, took a vial of red out of it, and poured it into the flute.  “Much better.”  And he took a relishing sip as Isaac withered slightly and sank a bit further into the chair.

1926.  Almost a century past.  And the worst year of a young, foolish IRA insurgent’s life.  The year of Belfast, of the bombing of a church, not full of enemy combatants as he’d been told, but civilians, women and children, seeking sanctuary from the violence.  And more.  More than he ever could have imagined.  Old friends turning out to be monsters.  Monsters turning out to be friends.

His hands clawed themselves into fists.

“What do you want with me, Aleksey?” he growled, or tried to, but his throat had shriveled down along with him until his growl came out as a whisper.  “Are you going to kill me?  Avenge yourself on me for Belfast?  Good fecking luck.  Time has already done it for you.”

Aleksey closed his eyes and let his head roll back as he sighed.  “How little you must think of me, my old friend.”  He turned his dreamy storm blue eyes back onto Isaac.  “I forgave you long ago for Belfast.  You were a child then.  You didn’t know who was really inside the church.  Intel, my friend.  Did they not teach you about proper intel?”  He gave Isaac a pitying look.

Isaac was stunned silent.  Years spent training under his father and his IRA contacts had taught him about killing.  How to put a bullet into someone from half a mile away.  How to bring down a building and never get caught.  How simply cleaning your gun could mean the difference between a clean shot and a terrible accident... literally, between life and death.  A boyhood lost to killing efficiently.  And to taking orders.

Somehow he’d missed the memo about confirming them and going against your commanders.

And Aleksey, here, alive.  Not dead in the bombing as he’d thought, as he was sure he’d seen with his own eyes.  Not that devastatingly handsome face turned ugly by too-sharp canines burning in the fires.  Not then, not that terrible day when everything he’d thought he knew turned itself upside down and inside out.  All the angry, rousing talk about Irish freedom gone up in smoke as images of angels turned themselves to ash before his eyes and women and children screamed their last, and demons fled in a daytime panic.

And now, the worst: Aleksey, here, alive, but not angry, not furious with vengeance?  Decades of guilt built up within him, wishing he could speak to his friend one last time, decades turned to the bitter ash of angels, decades turned to the sour dregs at the bottom of every bottle, sights that wouldn’t un-see themselves but would invade his nightmares for years on end... and for what?

For a look of pity?

Isaac felt absurdly cheated.

He stared at the vampire for a long, long while before taking a deep, fortifying breath.  “Aleksey,” he began, the ancient story finally ready to be told, “there are things you—”

The door chose that moment to open, and a man came in.  Not Thomas this time, but another middle-aged man in a country club shirt and khakis carrying a doctor’s bag.  Aleksey smiled.  “Ah, Doctor Haughton, good.”  He gestured to Isaac.  “Meet my guest, Isaac O’Connors.”

“Feck off, golf monkey,” Isaac told him as he reached a hand in greeting.  

Aleksey roared with laughter as Dr. Haughton uncertainly withdrew his hand.  “Isaac can be very... colorful, Doctor.  He’s tired from his trip.  Have you reviewed the chart I sent you?”

“I have.”

“Excellent.  And all his current medications?”

“Not a problem.”

“Excellent.”  Aleksey rolled his champagne flute between his unnaturally hot hands for a moment, eyeing the doctor, the excitement almost palpable.  “And your conclusions?”

Dr. Haughton smiled what would to most people be a reassuring smile, if this had been a doctor’s office and he’d been in for his yearly checkup.

“His chances are good.  He’s an excellent candidate for treatment.”

This was not a yearly checkup.  

Isaac felt a chill run down his spine, and he wondered if Aleksey was going to have his vengeance after all.

“Yes, I’m afraid this was not exactly a social call, my dear friend,” Aleksey said softly as though to confirm his fears, and he drained his champagne flute.  The shadows of the room seemed to go darker.  “Now, Doctor Haughton needs to perform a simple but vital examination on you before we can proceed.  You’ll cooperate, won’t you?”  He leaned forward toward Isaac, those seductive eyes seeking his.  

Isaac refused them this time, turning his head away.  Feck Aleksey.  Feck him and his powers of seduction, of wheedling “cooperation” from others.  Feck him and whatever poor saps he called friend.  “Take me back,” he demanded as gruffly as he could with his squeaking voice box betraying his fear.  “I don’t want any treatment of yours.  I don’t want any examinations.  I don’t want to be here.  Take me back.”

Aleksey snarled as he pulled back.  “Back where?  To that hellhole of a nursing home?  Is that where you want to spend the rest of your life?  Feeding the birds in the atrium?  Falling out of bed at three a.m.?  Having the staff ‘lose’ your good clothes in the wash?”  He suddenly reached out, snatched Isaac’s chin and forced his face to turn toward him.

“I’m offering you your life back, Isaac, do you understand?  This treatment will give you your life back.”

Still Isaac refused to look Aleksey in the eye, but stared instead at his mouth.  “Are you going to turn me?” he asked in a small, frightened voice, waiting for the canines to peek out, waiting for the iron grip on his ancient, helpless shoulders, the tearing-away of his shirt collar, the feel of teeth at his wrinkled old throat, the hot breath on his skin, the cruel laughter of one final triumph.

“No, my friend.”  Aleksey’s smile widened, and Isaac looked up in surprise.  “Better.”  Their eyes met, but Aleksey did not try to captivate him this time.  Instead, his storm blue eyes were merely kind.  

He released Isaac’s chin and gently squeezed his shoulder.  “But I must have your cooperation while you are my guest.  I have not spent the last several years lying idly in some dusty old crypt, Isaac.  I have been working on many things, amazing things that will revolutionize the world.  We will discuss it all in due time.  But for now, will you allow Doctor Haughton to examine you?  Then, if you like, we can get you something to eat.  Thomas makes a mean borscht.”

Isaac’s eyes flicked from one of them to the other in wary confusion.  Better.  Revolutionize.  He’d heard these words before... long, long ago.  

Just what had Aleksey been up to for the past several decades?

A creeping feeling crawled into his bones.

“It’s completely non-invasive,” Dr. Haughton said reassuringly, in that infuriating Trust-Me voice that doctors save for the uninformed.  “Nothing much beyond what you’d get at a checkup at your own doctor’s office.”  He smiled a dopey whippersnapper smile, confident that he knew everything.

In spite of that, Isaac found himself warming to the idea.  Dinner should have been hours ago, he realized, and his stomach gleefully reminded him of this.

He pursed his lips and stared at the ground.  He sighed exasperatedly.  “Well, what the feck are you waiting for, golf monkey?  Let’s get on with it.”

Aleksey clasped his hands together in triumph.  “Excellent!” he cried, and reached out a hand to help Isaac up.  Isaac started to bat the hand away, but realized he was sunk down far too deep into the chair to get up on his own.  He finally took the proffered hand.  Aleksey hefted him up easily, then led him out of the room and down the hall.  

He shuffled along as slowly as he could, dragging his feet curmudgeonly just to irritate the doctor stuck shuffling behind him, his head spinning with questions.

Revolutionize.

Revolutionize what?  Geriatric care?  What crazy procedure could possibly help a century-old fart like him?  He was two-thirds in the grave right fecking now.  A new heart medicine?  A thyroid cure?  A treatment for his Parkinson’s?

Better.

Better than turning?  The Aleksey he knew had always loved being a vampire.  Even back in the day, when their friendship had survived not one ultimate secret, but two: Aleksey’s lust for other men, which in certain parts of the world would have earned him a death sentence, and still would even today; and his lust for the blood of the living.  

He hadn’t needed his powers of seduction to gain and keep Isaac’s friendship.  But Isaac had made it clear that he wanted no part in either Aleksey’s bed or the night eternal.  And Aleksey had stoically honored that, although it had been clear every time he looked at him that all Aleksey saw was the march of years creeping their way toward him, coming for him like the slow, crawling grave-worm of dusk.

How badly had Aleksey wanted to turn him then?  Keep him young and strong and healthy forever, even if they would never share a bed?  What did he see in him now, now that his terrible prophecy had come true, and Isaac was little more than a shriveled old husk of a man toddling along behind a walker?

Better?  What would be better to Aleksey than turning?  

And would that be so bad, really?  True, he’d be stuck as a withered old man for all eternity...  And he’d have no choice but to have his daily sip of the red, and have to keep out of the sunlight or risk a nasty headache. 

But for sure the Parkinson’s would be gone.  No more adult diapers... no more falling out of bed reaching for the panic button.  No more midnight ambulances to the hospital, no more waiting for an orderly to help you go to the bathroom or get into the shower.  No more struggling to do everyday things because his hands shook too terribly to hold a pen or tie his shoes.

Better? Isaac wondered as they rounded a corner.  What could Aleksey have that would be better than that?

What in God’s name have I gotten myself into?
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“JUST LIKE ALL THE OTHERS, isn’t she?”

“Just a second, dear.”  Storm kept the crossbow leveled at Walter’s chest.  The Triumvirate agents had withdrawn, but she could still hear the faint whine of their equipment, and it irritated her.  She whipped out her cell and dialed the unit commander.  “Turn off your damn listening devices.  No, I’m not kidding.  Do it.  And clear off, I mean it.  You’ve got what you came for, now leave this one to me.”  And she rang off.  After a few moments, the equipment whine faded to nothingness, and she and the other two vampires sighed in relief.

Storm finally lowered the crossbow but came no closer to Walter.  “I never got to thank you for that last present you left me.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Walter smoothly lied.

“No, of course not.”  They finally came together in a hug that lasted a bit too long before Will stepped up.  “So Walter.  A-hem.  What are you doing here?  I thought you had a little crusade to finish.”

The pair parted once again, and Will subtly moved to stand between his maker and Walter Weil.  

“Well, as it happens,” Walter began, hastily smoothing down his black silk shirt, “toppling an evil empire isn’t as quick and easy as it looks on TV.  I’ve hit a few snags here and there, and certain things had to be put on the back burner.”

“I can see that,” Storm remarked, reaching to touch the tiny scar just below his ear that hadn’t been there the last time they’d parted ways.

“Oh, shit, you can see that?”  Walter withdrew and put a hand to the scar self-consciously.  “I paid out the nose to get that fixed.”  He shrugged.  “Or somebody did, anyway.”

“Not really,” Storm replied reassuringly.  “If I hadn’t had extra-sharp senses it wouldn’t even be noticeable.”

Walter seemed little reassured.  “It turns out my little ninety-year geas left a few minor after-effects after we broke it.  I still manage to dodge my way out of danger... for the most part.”  He rubbed the scar uncomfortably for a moment before remembering why he was there.  He looked back toward where the Triumvirate vehicles had been just minutes before.  “How many victims does that make now?” he wondered.

“I’m not at liberty to say,” Storm said smoothly.

Walter grimaced before turning back to her.  “But they’re all the same, aren’t they?  Transient.  Homeless.  No one to miss them.  Like they came out of nowhere.  No I.D.s, no family, no police record, no nothing.  And they all turn out babbling, crazy, homicidal.  Like someone is breeding killers.”  He watched her face for a tell that he knew to be there.

She crossed her arms.  “That’s public knowledge.  It’s been in the news.  You didn’t have to come to me for that.  As to whether someone is breeding killers... that’s ridiculous.  Killers aren’t bred.”

“Someone is doing this to them.”

“The Triumvirate is handling it.”  Storm cocked her head at him.  “Why are you so interested, Walter?  Do you think someone at Sarah Jane’s old corporation is behind it?  That doesn’t make sense.  They were a cult whose focus was on the end times, on world destruction.  Why would they just start picking people off the street and shooting them full of—”  Storm stopped herself before she let too much slip.

Walter took note of her hesitation for future reference.  He shoved his hands in his pockets.  “I’m following a few leads,” he replied vaguely.  “I can’t say too much, but...”  He pretended to hedge for a moment.  “The word is there’s something big going on.  And it involves an old friend of yours.  And...”  Here he genuinely hedged.  “...an old friend of mine.”

Helen’s telepathy kicked in at this, and it startled her.  Before, when Walter had been under his geas and under its protection, she’d never been able to get a read off of him.  Now, the geas broken, it was as if there was an entire book here that had never been opened.  Images started coming through to her in a great rush, and she shut it down purely on instinct before the flood could overwhelm her.  She turned away, hand to her forehead. 

Her husband Will perked up at this.  “Hel?”  He immediately abandoned his maker to go to his wife.  “I’m okay,” Helen insisted.

“Look, can we go back to your place, please?” Walter asked, rubbing his arms in the chill night air.  “This is going to take some explanation, and I’m not wearing any underwear.”

[image: image]

ALEKSEY GAZED AT ISAAC, who lay sleeping in his hyperbaric chamber, the first step of the treatment already given.  Already his flesh seemed to be plumping out, rehydrating from the sunken flesh of a mummy to something more akin to a prune.  Aleksey laid a hand on the glass.

“He’s responding beautifully,” Dr. Haughton said confidently, coming forward then.  “I think we can safely go as far as fifty with this one.”

Aleksey shook his head, his eyes fixed on Isaac’s peaceful face.  “More.”

Dr. Haughton seemed slightly less confident.  “You want... to go further?”

“Eighty.”

Dr. Haughton’s eyes went wide.  “That’s—that’s too much!” he stammered.  “We’ve never gone that far before, i—it’ll kill him!”

Aleksey turned dangerous eyes onto the doctor, who began to back off.  “Mr. Plechekov, I can’t do it!” he cried.  “The human body can only withstand so much, I—”

“He is strong.”  Aleksey turned back to Isaac.

“Mr. Plechekov...”  Dr. Haughton didn’t dare come any closer.  “If I had the facilities—”

“You will have your facilities.”

“If I had the facilities, and the time, and the funding, maybe we could figure out how to do sixty safely.  Eventually seventy.  Right now we’re still fine-tuning it to fives and tens.  But eighty.”  He shook his head.  “I’m sorry, Mr. Plechekov.  No human body can withstand that.   Not to mention his mind.  I don’t care how strong you think he is.”

“Then do forty.”  Aleksey turned slowly toward Dr. Haughton, who stood frozen in place like a deer in storm blue headlights.  “Let him get used to it.  Then... do another forty.”

Dr. Haughton raked a shaky hand through thinning salt-and-pepper hair, staring in at his frail patient.  He stared for a long time, calculating, before sighing a long, slow sigh.  “I’ll put it to the eggheads.  See what they can come up with.”

Aleksey nodded to him in satisfaction, then waved him off and turned back to Isaac.

“This will be you one day,” he said softly to Thomas, who stood back in the shadows.

“God, I hope not.”  Thomas came forward, though not quite as close as Aleksey, and not gazing into the chamber.

Aleksey smiled to himself.  “Such a beast you are, Tom.  Look at him: he is no threat to you.  He is a friend, nothing more.”

“It’s what he represents.”

“He is our only hope in this.  Everything rests on him.”  Aleksey’s hand slid down the glass
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