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For Tish,



Her Father's house has many mansions



Flight of the Living Dead

A scream diced the night air—an animal sound as far removed from ahuman voice asthe previous
scream of tortured metal. It was a sound that went on and on as we hurried toward the RV. Mooncloud
yanked the passenger door open and then ran around to the driver'sside as | climbed up onto the bench
segt. As she did behind the whed the other woman legpt from the building's rear doorway, sailing over
the stairs and landing on the ground below. As she crouched on the asphalt, there was a shattering roar
that canceled out the screaming. A ball of flame rolled out from the doorway like an orange party favor,
licking theair just afew feet above her head.

Mooncloud threw the van in gear and brought it skidding around as the blaze snapped back through
the opening.

Before | could reach for the door handle the woman was springing through the open window to land
acrossmy lap.

"Go!" she shouted, but Mooncloud was dready whipping the vehiclein atight turn and accelerating
toward the parking lot's north exit. The speed bump smacked my head against the roof of the cab and,
by the time my vison cleared, we were driving more sedately down a side street, the woman with the
crosshow Sitting between me and the passenger door. In the rear-view mirror apillar of flame was
climbing from the roof of the old dormitory that housed the radio station.

| shook my head to clear away the last of the planetarium show and gripped the dashboard. "Will
somebody please tell me what's going on?"

"It'svery smple, Mr. Csgthe,” Dr. Mooncloud said, pressing a button that locked the cab doors.
"Y ou are adead man."

Chapter One

Such men as come Proud, open-eyed
and laughing to the tomb.

—William Butler Yeats

"Doo-do-n'doo—doo-n'doo-doo—"'
"—Run-run—"

| cracked an eyelid and peered blearily at the offending clock-radio. Snippets of thought began to
daisy-chain into coherent memory.

Eight twenty-two.
Sundown.
Timetoriseand shine.



The music became more insstent: Sedaka, Elton John; duet. | moaned, lifting adegp-numbed arm as
they chorused: " . . . Bad blood! Talkin' 'bout bad blood. . . ."

My hand closed on the clock's plastic case, ignoring the off and snooze buttons.
Neil Sedaka belted: "Bad!"

"Ba-ad!" echoed Elton John.

"Blood!" wailed Neil.

Elton never got the chance to follow through as the clock-radio arced across the bedroom to a
termination point againgt the far wall. Whatever course the disease might be taking, it had yet to affect my
reflexes. | groaned out of bed, shrugged into my robe, and began the evening rounds and rituals.

The house was a split-level arrangement with the downstairs rec room serving as my present deeping
quarters. After opening the heavy curtainsto the pale remnants of fading sunlight, | started up the stairs
for the kitchen.

Halfway up, | did postd cdisthenics, retrieving aspill of mail beneath the brass-flapped dot in the
front door. Out of a dozen pieces only three were properly addressed to Mr. Christopher L. Csgjthe.
One was from the insurance company, and the name was probably the only detail they'd managed to get
right in the past year. The rest employed avariety of creative misspe lingsincluding one designated for
"ocupant” on adot-matrixed label. So much for computerized spell-checking.

| ressted the urgeto lay the envelopes out on the dining room table like atarot reading—I see a tall,

dark bill collector in your future—tossed the junk mail aside, and carried the rest into the kitchen.
Turned on the radio and began filling the teakettle with tap weter.

The graveyard shift makesit easy to disconnect. Y ou deep while the rest of the world works, plays,
lives. Then you rise and go forth while everyone dseisin bed, dead to the world. The nightly newscast
wasmy daily ritud for reconnecting. Plus, keeping tabs on the competition is de rigueur , when you work
inradio.

| st the kettle on the stove to bail, thumbed through the envel opes that obviously contained bills and
then, believing you start with the bad newsfirst, opened the one from the insurance company. | expected
an argument over last month's billing for lab tests and blood work. Instead, there were two checksinside,
both made payable to me: one for twenty-five thousand dollars, the other for ten thousand.

It had taken dmost afull year, but they had finaly gotten around to rewarding mefor killing my wife
and daughter.

Thetiled bathroom walls amplified the rattlesnake clatter of the shower, smothering the best efforts of
the radio just outside the bathroom door. Muffled music gave way to mumbled talk. By thetime
reached for my towe, the newscast was five minutes along.

| hadn't missed much; the lead story was the nationa economy. Again. Congress till hadn't figured
out that it wasfiscal madness to spend more money than it wastaking in every year.

| brushed my teeth as world and nationa events gave way to regiona and local news.
New reports of cattle mutilations a couple of counties to the north. And, between there and here, a

couple of people had disappeared in Linn and Bourbon counties. Any day now the loca news outlets
would start running a short series on UFOs or Satanists. Oboy.

Tonight'sicing on the cake: amysterious murder just across the Missouri state line but consderably
closer to home. An orderly had turned up murdered on the night-shift at St. Peter's Regiona Medica
Center. The Joplin copshop was tight-lipped (as usual) but rumors were circulating that the remains were
found "filed" in various parts of the hospita records room.

The news ended with the announcer observing that while no motive or suspects had been established,
yet, lagt night wasthefirgt night of the full moon.

Nyuck, nyuck.



Well, actudly, it wasn't that facetious a sign-off. The Midwest seemsrelatively benign to most of the
big-city Coasters, but we make up for our lack of urban angst and high crime rates by occasionally
producing monsters that make Dave Berkowitz and Jeff Dahmer look like the Hardy Boys. Cometo
think of it, Dahmer was one of oursaswell.

Southeast Kansas has a particularly ghoulish history with more than its share of bloodbaths,
hauntings, and just plain weirdness. They run the gamut from the Marais des Cygnes massacre to the
Bloody Benders of the pioneer days to the purported hauntings of the Lightning Creek bridge, the ghost
in Pitt State's McCray Hall, and the stories that linger amid the crumbled remains of the old Greenbush
church. Even today those big, empty fields by day aren't dways so empty by night. Nope, when the news
endswith unusua and unexplained death, the observation of lunar phenomena, and the exhortation to
lock your doors and windows, you'd better listen up, friends and neighbors; it'sagood night to stay
indoors and clean and ail your guns. And listen to Y ours Truly on the radio.

Shaving was never the high point of my evening ablutions and, lately, it had become amagor nuisance.
In spite of damming 150 watters into the bathroom fixtures, it was getting harder and harder to see what
| was doing with the razor. I'd heard of the wasting effect of certain illnesses but, with each passing day,
my own reflection seemed to fade before my own eyes.

"Tobeor not to be," | murmured, peering into the uncooperative mirror. What else had the Bard
penned? O! that this too too solid flesh would melt, thaw and resolve itself into a dew. . . .

Hamlet was a butthead.

Tonight | decided "hell with it" and made the three-day-old beard officid. Additiona UV protection,
| figured. | wouldn't missmy facein the mirror. Dark hair, dark eyes, adight Savic caste to otherwise
bland features: it was not the kind of face that distinguished its owner in any definable way. Why Jenny
had ever given me a second |ook—

| threw my razor across the bathroom and stalked back into the bedroom. It was shaping up into a
good night for throwing things.

Questions, | coached mysdlf, staggering into a pair of white chinos and atan short deeve shirt: Ismy
eyesight affected? Will | eventually go blind? Isit treatable?

Isit terminal?

| pulled on apair of white canvas deck shoes.

Oh hell, let's cut to the chase: have | got AIDS, Doc?

Themirror might play tricks on me, but there was no problem in reading the bathroom scales: | was
gtill losing weight. Which wasn't hard to figure. Since my appetite had deserted me, 1'd managed adozen
meals over the past two weeks.

What are you hungry for when you don't know what you're hungry for?

Nothing on aRitz.

* * %

After dark it's only afifteen-minute drive from one end of PFittsburg, Kansas, to the other.

The population sign boasts 30,000, but the downtown areais condensed into a couple of miles of
main street that fronts about eighty percent of the city's shops and stores. The old facades reflect the
central European culture from the boomtown coa mining days of nearly a century ago. Today, asde from
some manufacturing and a dog track north of town, most of the local economy istied to agriculture and
Rittsburg State University. The mines have long since played out.

The main drag runs north and south. Homes sprawl for milesin al directions but, once you've gone
more than four blocks, either east or west, the houses disperse like boxy children in awide-ranging game
of rurd hide-and-seek.

So getting from one end of the town proper to the other isrelatively quick and smple. Especidly
after eight p.m. when they roll up the sdewalks.



This particular night, however, thetrip to the hospital seemed interminable. Marsh's voice on my
answering machine had promised "some answers,” but histone sounded just as bewildered aswhen he
had run the first batch of tests nearly three months ago.

| glanced over at the three books stacked beside me on the passenger seat: Whitman's Leaves of
Grass, Tuchman's A Distant Mirror, and Jung's Man and His Symboals.

How much time, Doc?

Maybe | should have picked up something from the Reader's Digest Book Club, instead.

| checked my watch in the Mount Horeb Hospital parking lot: closeto an hour before | was due at
the radio station. Time enough for "some answers.”

But enough time for the answer | dreaded most? And the one that loomed right behind it: will my
insurance cover the treetments?

Toughcal.

Tota your car and your insurance agent consults the Blue Book like it was holy writ. Not so smple
when you total a seven-year-old girl and her mother. Some asshole behind a desk at the home office
wanted to dither over revised actuarial tables and adjust the compensatory payout schedule. Did he think
| was going to cut a special ded with the coroner? Maybe fake afunera while | took them down to
some arcane body shop and got them up and running, again? Jesus.

So what kind of investment are they going to see in gpending tens of thousands of dollarson
dead-end trestments for moi that would probably just delay the inevitable for afew more months?

| walked acrossthe parking lot, empty and empty-handed; nothing |eft to throw.

The emergency room was as sllent asatomb.

Whoa, scratch that dlusion. . . .

Besides, there was afaint whisper of background noise, muffled soundsthat put onein mind of a
high-tech fish tank. Aging fluorescents added to the aquarium effect, but the waiting room was empty, as
if some giant ichthyologist had netted it out preemptory to awater change. The lone receptionist surfaced
from her computer termind just long enough to direct me down the corridor with adesultory wave, then
submerged again without a single word being spoken. | walked the length of the corridor, feding my feet
drag asif encased in a deep-sea diver's leaden boots.

Dr. Donadd Marsh, third-year resident, was waiting for me a the second treatment station. Fair of
skin, the only contrast to his green-bleached-to-white surgical scrubswas his buzz-cut orange hair and a
dusting of freckles. Ficture the Pillsbury Doughboy sprinkled with cinnamon.

| didn't recogni ze the short, broad-faced woman standing on the other side of the treatment table.
Her white lab coat was a sharper contrast to her nut-brown face and hands. Her black hair was braided,
curving around and dropping down acrass her right shoulder like spun obsidian.

Don smiled as | approached. The woman didn't, glanced down at a clipboard. Looked back up at
me

"Chris..." Marsh'sfirm hand enveloped mine, didn't squeeze. " . . . how're you feding?'

"Like I've got one foot in the grave and the other on abananaped,” | said, trying for the light touch.
It dmost came off.

Marsh looked uncomfortable. With each examination | had watched that look move across his
features like lengthening shadows on an old sundia. Now | studied hisface for new shadings but saw
nothing beyond fresh uncertainty in hiseyes.

"Y ou ill don't know." Logic followed on the hed's of disgppointment: "It'snot AIDS, then?"
Marsh shook his head. "We know that much.”

"So what ese do we know?!

"We know you haven't been taking sulfanilamide or any other drugs known to produce



photosengitivity asaside effect,” he said. "The blood tests have ruled out eosin, rose bengal,
hematoporphyrin, phylloerythrin, and other known photodynamic substancesin your bloodstream. And
I'm pretty damn sure you haven't been ingesting plants with photoreactive pigments like Hypericum,
geddikkop, and buckwhest."

"Buckwhesat?'

"In extreme Stuationsit can cause fagopyrism. But I've never heard of a case in humans and what
you have is nothing like fagopyriam.”

I'd grown weary of asking Marsh to stop speaking in tongues. "So what isit like?'

"Porphyria,” the woman answered unexpectedly.

Marsh cleared histhroat. "1 promised you results on the last batch of testswe ran. Well. | guessyou
might say themain result is Dr. Mooncloud.”

She smiled suddenly and extended asmall, brown hand. "Tg Mooncloud, Mr. Csgthe” My
surname came out sounding like a sneeze.

Taj?

"My father was aNative American," she explained asif 1'd voiced the question, "my mother, East
Incian."

Interesting. | took her hand acrossthe gurney. "Pleased,” | said. "My great-great grandfather was
Rumanian: it's pronounced 'Chey-tay.' "

"Doforgiveme.”

"No offensetaken,” | said, patiently two-stepping the dance of etiquette. "Y ou were saying something
about my condition”?"

"Ah, yes" The businessike demeanor was back. "I have an interest in certain types of blood
disordersand I've arranged for most of the mgjor labsto flag my computer when something unusua
comesin for testing. Y our blood samples hold a particular interest for me.”

"How nice"

"Let'ssee. Christopher L. Csgthe: Caucasian, male, thirty-two years of age,” sheread from the
clipboard. "No sgnificant history of diseasein either persona or family medical records. Military records
arecurioudy incomplete. . . ."

Which meant that she had the edited verson. And she shouldn't have had even that.
"Marita blood tests registered no anomalies as of nineyears ago.”

| glanced down at the white band of flesh circling the base of my ring finger. AImost ayear, now, and
dill refusingtotan. . ..

"Could I have picked something up while | wasin the service? Some exotic bug or exposure to
chemicd—"

Marsh glanced over Mooncloud's shoulder and shook his head. " That was over adecade ago,
wasn' it? Even such diverse hazards as maaria or sand flies or Agent Orange have warning symptoms
that kick in much sooner.”

"How long have you been working in radio?" Mooncloud asked.

It was my turn to shake my head. "If you're wondering about exposure to RF radiation, Doc, it'sa
dead end. | didn't start my current profession until this thing—whatever it is—necessitated my taking
night work. Beforethat | taught English Lit. Eight years. Exposure to radicd ideas comeswith the
territory but | doubt that's the causative agent here.”

Mooncloud consulted the second page on her clipboard: " Patient first complained of sengtivity to

light eight months ago. Shortly thereafter the formation of epiderma carcinomas necessitated avoidance
of dl exposureto ultravi—"



"I am familiar with my own medica history, Doctor; the trestments for skin cancer and subsequent
diagnosis of pernicious anemia." My temper was frayed like an old rope that had been stretched too far,
too long. "A moment ago you used aword | haven't heard before.”

"Porphyria”
"That'sthe one."

"It'sagenetic disorder,” Marsh explained, "ahereditary disease that affects the blood. Porphyria
causes the body to fail to produce one of the enzymes necessary to make heme, the red pigment in your
hemoglobin. Y ou're gonnalove this—" he grinned wryly "— it'sthe vampire disease.”

| must have goggled ahbit. "Thewhat?"
"Thevampire disease. At least that's what the tabloids have dubbed it."

| scowled: | was not amused by the idea of a"vampire disease”’ and any connection to the tabloids
was something | liked even less.

Marsh looked to Mooncloud for help, but she was preoccupied with her clipboard. "Therewasa
paper done back in eighty-five by a Canadian chemist named David Dolphin," he said. "He hypothesized
that porphyria could have been the basisfor some of the medieval legends of vampires and werewolves."
He held up afinger. "Extreme sengtivity to light: the most common symptom.”

| shook my head. "And vampires can't sand sunlight, right? Give me abr—"

"It'smore than that, Chris. Some porphyriavictims are so sendtive to sunlight that their skin becomes
damaged and, in extreme cases, lose their noses and ears—fingers, too. In other cases, hair may grow on
the exposed skin.”

"Werewolves," | muttered.

Marsh added a second finger to thefirgt. " Another symptom isthe shriveling of the gumsand thelips
may be drawn tautly, aswell, giving the teeth afanglike appearance.”

"Gregt. Anything ds?'
"Widl, dthough it remainsincurable, we have afew optionsin terms of trestment, now. But back in

the Middle Agesthere wasjust one way to survive. To fulfill your body's requirementsfor heme, you had
to ingest—drink—large quantities of blood."

| stared at Marsh. "Nice. How about garlic and crosses?!

He shrugged. "I don't know anything about the religious angle, but garlic isa definite no-no."

"Redlly."

"Stimulates heme production. Which can turn amild case of porphyriainto an extremely painful one.”

"And you'retelling mel have this'porphyriadiseasg?'

"No," Mooncloud said. "Y ou asked what your symptoms werelike. | said 'porphyria—which they
are. Like. But porphyriaisagenetic disorder and tends to be hereditary.”

"Whichiswhy al that inbreeding during the Middle Ages produced pockets of it," Marsh said.

"But sncethere's no record of it in your family history,” Mooncloud continued, "it seems unlikely.
Particularly sinceit's shown up rather late in life for agenetic condition. Which aso rules out hydroaand
xeroderma pigmentosum. But | won't ruleit out until we've run afull spectrum of genetic tests. Maybe
they can tell uswhat the blood tests didn't.”

"Okay." | felt my temper ease back a couple of notches. "Let's get started.”
"Not here," Mooncloud said.

"Then where?'

"Washington."

"D.C?

She shook her head. " Sesttle.”



"Tomorrow should see mostly sunny skieswith highsin the upper eighties. Currently, it's
seventy-three degrees under mostly cloudy skies and although the lunar sgns are lessthan auspicious, I'd
givelittle credence to them. . . ." | tapped a button and then closed the microphone as Creedence
Clearwater Revivd launched into "Bad Moon Rising.”

"Clever." Mooncloud had doffed her lab coat and was wearing adeeveless shirt of blue cotton and
tan dacks. Beaded moccasins completed the ensemble.

| shrugged. "Radio—it's what the teeming millions demand and expect.”
"Teeming millions? In southeast Kansas?'

"Teeming thousands," | corrected.

"At oneo'’clock inthe morning?’

"Hundreds. Teeming hundreds.”

She arched an eyebrow. "How about teeming dozens. . . ." It wasn't aquestion.

"Hey, it'sajob—with benefits and insurance. Something | can't afford to walk away fromwith a
preexisting condition like this." | sorted through stacks of compact disks for my next piece of music.

"All theinsurancein the world isn't going to help you if the doctors don't understand what they're
treating."”

| stopped and leaned across a pair of dusty turntables. "Dr. Mooncloud . . . | appreciate the fact that
you traveled all the way to Pittsburg, Kansas, to meet me and review my case. | suppose | should be
flattered as hell that you've followed me to work and are sitting here in an empty building in the wee hours
of the morning to try to offer me aspecia trestment program. Most doctors won't even make house
cdls”

"I am not most doctors, Mr. Csgithe." Her smile was pure MonaLisa "And you are not most
patients.”

"Patience and | seem to be mutudly exclusivethesedays,” | said. "Can you guarantee me acureif |
cometo Seaitle?

"A cure? Only God guarantees cures and He's anotorioudly reluctant prognosticator. | can guarantee
you amedical research team with experience in your kind of malady and a strong interest in your
particular case. It won't cost you athing and | can guarantee you ajob in the Seettle area—"

"I've aready got ajob right here. And working the night shift is perfect when your skin suddenly
developsan dlergy to sunlight.”

There was amuffled thump and the lights suddenly went out. The studio was an interior room with no
windows to the outside: the darkness was sudden and complete. Aswasthe silence. C.C.R. had gotten
asfar as"don't go out tonight,” quitting as if someone had yanked amp and mike cordsin perfect unison.

Then the emergency lighting kicked in like flashlights of the gods, amplifying the shadowsin
Mooncloud's frown to intimidating proportions. "What's wrong? What happened?’

"Gremlins." Surprise eclipsed annoyance as| watched this professional woman—uwho had just spent
the last forty minutes speaking of medical matters that bordered on twenty-first century science—make
the same gesture my grandmother had used to ward off the "evil eye."

"A bird, actudly," | said, pulling the phone over and flipping through the pad of emergency numbers.
"Theresaplace on the utility pole, just thirty feet from the building, where the power linesjunction with a
transformer. When abird picks that particular spot to roost: zap! Onefried feathered friend and one
powerless public radio ation.”

"Y ou don't have a backup generator?”

"Darlin’" | drawled, "thisis Kansas and werre public radio.” | fumbled the receiver to my ear and
began punching out a series of numbers on the keypad. "We just call the power company and they send
aguy over with along pole who resets the circuit bresker—" | stopped, listening to the silence as|



pushed the buttons. Breaking the assumed connection, | listened for adia tone.
"What sort of bird would roost a onein the morning?' she asked, making the gesture again.
| smacked the receiver back into the cradle with asigh. "Phone's dead.”
The emergency lightsflickered. And, inexplicably, went out.

"Um, they can't dothat," | announced to no onein particular. The emergency lightswere on individua
battery sources. evenif it were remotely possible for oneto go out that quickly, they al wouldn't fail at
the sametime,

Ignoring the rules of probability, the emergency lights remained off-line, preferring some variant of the
chaostheory, instead.

"From ghosties and ghoulies and long-leggity beasties,”" Mooncloud whispered.
"Nocturna volleyball teams." | groped my way across the room in the darkness.

"I beg your pardon?' | would have sworn that the disoriented quality in her voice was not entirely due
to the sudden blackout.

"Thingsthat go 'bump' in the night."

"Marsh warned me about you," she said.

"Yesh?What did he say?'

"That | could look up 'attitude’ in the dictionary and find your picture.”

| bit back acurse as| barked my shin on atape console that had been moved out of its place for
svidng.

"That you?'

"Of courseit'sme!" | wastrying to keep my temper from erasing my menta map of the sudio's
layout. "The building's locked up tighter than adrum. Who sewould it be?!

There was another sound, then, from the other end of the building. It took amoment to placeit: the
rattling of ametal security grate. "'l stand corrected—someone must have left adoor unlocked.”

"Isthere aback door?' Mooncloud's voice was decidedly unsteady.

"Doctor, theré's no need to panic. It's probably one of the campus security guards checking the
building. Well just St here until the power isrestored—"

The security grating rattled again.
And then it screamed.

The sound of rending metal groaned and shrieked, echoing down the halway like adow-moation
freight train braking in atunnd. | fumbled for Mooncloud's hand in the darkness, aiming for the luminous
dial of her watch. "The back door'sthisway, Doc. Last one out's—"

"I know," she said grimly. "Far better than you, infact.”

| led her around the consoles and fumbled open the diding glass door that led to the engineering
section. Groping across abank of demodulators and telemetry panels, we maneuvered through the
stacks of equipment toward the back door. A workbench caught my hip, bruising it and turning us
around so that | was disoriented for amoment.

"Hurry," she whispered.

"A moment,” | hissed, waving my free arm around in search of ablind man'slandmark. | suddenly
realized that the exit door was before me, avague, grey rectangle in the degper blackness. Glancing back
over my shoulder, | saw adim glow through the tiny window inset in the main studio's outer door.

"Don't look back!" Mooncloud shouted, pushing at my shoulder. "Go! Go!"

The glow was mesmerizing, intensfying, but | turned my attention to the fire door in front of us. |
dapped the crash-bar but the door would not budge.

"Break it down."



"What?'
"Bregk it down!" sheindsted.

| was going to say something about the weight and immovability of afire door, but the sound of
exploding glass from the main studio derailed that train of thought. | whirled and kicked the door just
above the bar: the metal pand buckled and the door erupted out of itsframe, sailed over the concrete
porch and steps, and went surfing across the rear parking lot.

Outsde, the night seemed preternaturaly bright despite the fact that the streetlights that normally
illuminated the north end of the campus were dark. A van—no, one of those mobile homeson
whedls—was swinging around a concrete median and heading right for us. It didn't seem to betraveling
al that fast, which was fortunate as the driver had neglected to switch on his headlamps.

Dr. Mooncloud was aso moving in dow motion, looking somewhet like Lindsay Wagner in agrainy
rerun of The Bionic Woman. It fdt asif Time, itself, had perceptibly tapped its own fourth-dimensiona
brakes. | had to make a conscious effort to linger, just to keep from leaving her behind.

As| dowed, Dr. Mooncloud seemed to speed up, her left hand withdrawing a hip flask from the
pocket of her windbreaker. The RV was braking to astop just ten feet away and, as she began adow
turn on the ball of her foot, another woman jumped out of the driver's Sde of the vehicle. The driver
closed the distance between us at an amazing speed and | was only able to catch random impressions:
long, dark hair, though not as black as Dr. Mooncloud's. Tdll, athletic; she wore Nikes, bluejeans, and a
tank-top that reveded arms|like carved cherry wood. As she reached the foot of the steps, | could see
that she was carrying acrossbow. . . .

And suddenly everything seemed to snap back into redtime.
"How many?' the driver bellowed, bounding up the gairs.

"One." Mooncloud turned back to face the doorway we had just passed through. "I only detected
one"

"Get inthevan," the driver ordered, shouldering her way between us. "Give mefifty and then haul ass
whether I'm back or not.”

"Soon as| sedl the door.” Mooncloud unstopped the flask and, as the newcomer disappeared
through the doorway, poured the contents across the threshold. She took specid care to form a solid,
unbroken stream from post to post and then stuffed it back in her jacket. "Come on!™ She took me by
thearm.

"What?"
"Get inthe camper!”

"Camper?' | was il thinking in dow motion.

She yanked me down the stairs and shoved me toward the recreational vehicle. "Now!"
"| can't abandon the gtation! The FCC—"

A scream diced the night air—an animal sound as far removed from a human voice asthe previous
scream of tortured metal. It was a sound that went on and on as we hurried toward the RV. Mooncloud
yanked the passenger door open and then ran around to the driver'sside as | climbed up onto the bench
seat. As she did behind the whed the other woman leapt from the building's rear doorway, sailing over
the stairs and landing on the ground below. As she crouched on the asphdlt, there was a shattering roar
that canceled out the screaming. A bdl of flamerolled out from the doorway like an orange party favor,
licking the air just afew feet above her head.

Mooncloud threw the van in gear and brought it skidding around as the blaze snapped back through
the opening.

Before | could reach for the door handle the woman was springing through the open window to land
acrossmy lap.



"Go!" she shouted, but Mooncloud was aready whipping the vehicle in atight turn and accelerating
toward the parking lot's north exit. The speed bump smacked my head againgt the roof of the cab. By the
time my vison cleared, we were driving more sedately down aside street, the woman with the crossbow
Sitting between me and the passenger door. In the rearview mirror apillar of flame was climbing from the
roof of the old dormitory that housed the radio station.

| shook my head to clear away thelast of the planetarium show and gripped the dashboard. "Will
somebody pleasetdl mewhat's going on?"

"It'svery smple, Mr. Csgthe," Dr. Mooncloud said, pressing a button that locked the cab doors.
"You are adead man.”

Chapter Two

"Thisiskidnapping." | was doing surprisingly well at keeping areasonable toneto my voice. "Federd
offense”

Not that | wasn't grateful: | had apparently been rescued from.. .. well . . . something. But now my
so-called rescuers refused to stop the vehicle or return me to town.

"I mean we aretalking way beyond vandalism, destruction of property, assault—" | looked at
Mooncloud "—impersonating adoctor."

"Obvioudy, you haven't been listening.” Thisfrom the woman with the crossbow who had by now
introduced herself as Lupé Garou. A dight French-Canadian accent seemed to authenticate her last name
while the cloud of smokey, brown-black hair and coffee-with-cream complexion made sense of her firg.

"Oh, I've been listening,” | said. "I've heard every word you've said since we | eft town. The problem
isI'mjust not buying!™

"Wheat part are you having difficulty with?' Garou asked.

| sighed and leaned my forehead against the dashboard.

"Be patient, dear," | heard Mooncloud murmur. "Thisisal rather new to him."

"Okay, let's start with me." | sat back up, turning to Mooncloud. "Y ou say that I'm avampire. I'll play
along for amoment and pretend that there really are such things." | opened my mouth wider and ran a
finger around my incisors. " 'Ook, ma; nah fahgs." | withdrew the finger. "Can't bite necks and suck
blood without fangs.”

Mooncloud was unfazed. "Mr. Csdthe, | did not say that you are avampire. | was explaining that
you gppear to bein the trangtiona phase. A rather long and uncharacteristically drawn out phase, | might
add."

Hoo boy.

"Yeah?Wdl, how did | get started on this so-called phase? Where's the bloodsucker who's
supposed to have bitten me?'

"That'swhat we're in the process of trying to determine.”
"But you are not being very cooperative,” Garou added.



"I'm not being cooperative? I'm not being cooperative? | want to go home! Or back to the radio
gation. A crime has been committed, property destroyed—the authorities have to be contacted. Good
God! They'll think | was responsible!”

Mooncloud shook her head. ™Y ou can't go back.”

Garou chimed in. "Y ou're going to have to face the fact that you are adead man—both figuratively
and literally."

"L ook, lady, don't threaten me! I've had it up to here and if you keep pushing—"

"You'll what?' she asked coolly.

| stared back, holding her gaze for along moment while| tried to think. "Wet my pants.”

"What?"

"| gottago.” | turned to Mooncloud. "Or are you planning on driving dl the way to Seattle without
bathroom breaks?' The two women exchanged looks. "Oh greet! Y ou were! Y ou redly haven't planned
thisout, haveyou?"

"We planned on having more timeto convince you."

"We hadn't counted on one of Bassarab's hounds showing up so soon,” Garou said.

"Whatever," | said, waving my hand. | had no intention of being Sidetracked now. "Pull over."

"Lupéand | will decide when and whereto stop, Mr. Csgjthe.”

"What isthe big ded here?' | gestured toward the windshidd. "We'rein the middle of nowhere.
Kansas back roads at three am. No traffic. Nothing but cornfieldsin every direction for miles. Where
am | gonnago?' My captors exchanged alook. "Except behind abush.”

Mooncloud nodded and began dowing the Winnebago.

"Find me a spot with some bushes. I'm modest.”

"l don't likethis" Garou muttered.

"It will bedll right, dear," her companion said. "I think once we're done here, Mr. Csgthe will bea
little moretrugting.”

Garou scowled but nodded. "And, perhaps, alittle lesstesty.”

Gravel crunched asthe RV eased over on the road's shoulder and coasted to a stop. Mooncloud
killed the lights. Garou opened the door and swung down. Brandishing the crossbow, she gestured to a
clump of bushes straddling a barbed-wire fence. "Two minutes, no more. Y ou run and I'll shoot. | can
put abolt through your leg & thirty feet.”

| forced asmile as| stepped down, noting that the shrubbery was no more than twenty feet away.
The crossbow came up and tracked me al the way acrossthe ditch and over to the fence. "Where are
you going?' she demanded as| spread the strands of fence wire.

"Behind the bushes, madam. Or would you prefer an 'I'll show you mineif you show me yours
arangement?'

Garou looked back at Mooncloud who nodded. | eased my body through to the other side of the
fence.

| had already decided to make abreak for it in spite of the crossbow. The odds had to be better than
getting back in the vehicle with two escaped lunatics. Now that | was behind the bushes, on the other
sde of the fence with a cornfield maybe thirty feet beyond, it amost looked too good to be true.

The red danger would be those first ten yards without cover.
"Hurry up," Garou caled.

"Hey, sweetheart,” | caled back, "I need to relax for the plumbing to work, and you're not helping
any. Thesethingstake time, so shut up and let me concentrate!” | crouched down, hoping that would end
any diaoguefor the next couple of minutes.



"Lupé, we might aswel give Mr. Csgthe some dack right here," Mooncloud was saying, "or else
how are we going to convince him of the truth?”

A dark shape glided overhead, an owl hooted, and | missed her reply.
"Here, give methe crossbow,” Mooncloud said. ™Y ou can climb into the back and change now. It
will saveusdl time."

| parted the foliage and peeked back at the road, surprised a how well my night vison was
operating, especialy with so little moonlight escaping the barricade of clouds. Garou scowled but finaly
acquiesced, handing the medieval weapon to Mooncloud. | didn't wait to see any more but dropped to
my hands and knees and began crawling toward the perimeter of the cornfield.

"Mr. Csgthe," Mooncloud called, as| |eft the hissand crackle of dry grass and began creeping
acrossthe quiet dirt, "thisisto prove to you two very important points. One: you cannot escape. And
two: that we are not mad but know very well of that which we speak.”

That did it. It's the crazy onesthat make just that kind of speech.

| dipped between the cornstalks with nary arustle and rose halfway to my feet. Rogers &
Hammergtein wrote alittle ditty in which "the corn isas high as an eephant'seye’ but, by midsummer in
Southeast Kansss, it was only as high as aman's shoulders. | hunched over and made like Victor Hugo's
bellboy of Notre Dame, hoping | wasfar enough in to prevent any rustling stalks from targeting me.

"Don't hurt him, Lupé," Mooncloud caled as| moved deeper into the field. Another thirty feet and |
dropped to my belly and began crawling a aright angle to the rows, working my way through columns of
corngtalks. Suddenly, | stopped crawling and pressed my cheek to the dirt, listening. Therewasa
susurrus of leaves as something else entered the rows of greenery. And the patter of feet.

Two pairs of fedt.
Very light, omewhat small feet.

A dog running loose, | thought, following thetrall | had made into the heart of the corn. Did these
women keep bloodhounds in the back of the camper for such exigencies?

| raised my head and reached out to crawl through the next row.

My hand encountered a shoe.

Empty?

Groping upward, | encountered an ankle, aleg.

Looking up, | saw agiant white spider dropping toward my face: ahand. Cold, implacablefingers
closed on my collar and | found myself suddenly ascending, rising into the night sky to hover with my feet
off the ground, the tops of the cornstalks now just barely reaching my wais.

"Urk!" | said defiantly, staring back at the red-eyed man who was holding me off the ground with just
onearm.

"S0," hissed the holdup artist, "yer daone dat's put ustaal distrouble.” Then he smiled.

Imagine Jack Palance.

Doing aJack Nicholson grin.

Displaying BelaLugos's eyeteeth.

With Arnold Schwarzenegger's accent it would have been a certified Ex-Lax moment. Somehow the

Brooklynese made my assailant sound like Cliff Claven on old Cheers reruns; | might have snickered had
| not just entered the second stage of asphyxiation.

Theroaring in my ears became agrowl and adark grey shape hurtled across my shrinking field of
vison. Thenext thing | knew | waslying in atangle of broken cornstalks, gasping for air.

"I command you!" the man shrieked asthe silver-and-grey furred beast bore him to the ground. "I
command you!" Thewolf snarled and redoubled its efforts to tear out the man'sthroat. It amost
succeeded. Then anivory fist connected aroundhouse swing and the anima went flying past my



shoulder.

"Unnaturd bitch!" the man hissed, rising to one knee. "Abomination! | will teach you your place! 1 will
show you who's master! | will—"

He stopped suddenly, looking down at the wooden shaft that had just planted itself in his chest.
Mooncloud stepped through arow of cornstalks, rel oading the crossbow with another sharpened dowel.
It wasn't necessary; the man fell backward, pale fingers wriggling about but not quite touching the bolt in
his chest. His body writhed, smoked, then crumbled to dugt, leaving an empty set of clothes behind.

Porphyria, my ass!

Maybe Spielberg or Lucas could've topped it, but it was better than any Hammer flick I'd ever seen
and the Brits had set the standard.

"Y ou okay?"

| fumbled for an answer before redlizing that M ooncloud had addressed the wolf. It whined a bit,
limping over to sniff & the ashy remains of our assailant.

Timeto leave: | tried to ease backwards, through an adjacent row of corn, but the crackle of crushed
staks betrayed me: the wolf turned its head, growled, and trotted toward me.

"Lupé. .." Mooncloud warned.

Thewolf placed its paws on my shoulders and stared down a me with green eyes, itsbregth like a
furnace on my face. Then the muzzle changed—withdrawing, absorbing back into the creature's face.
Eyes migrated. Fur retracted. Ears did downward, revising their shape and configuration. Forget
Spielberg and Lucas! Close up thiswasway beyond any ILM computerized morphing. | was now

looking up at the face of Lupé Garou. Looking down at abody that was undeniably human and definitely
feminine. Not to mention unclothed.

Ohmy.
"Wed better get moving,” Mooncloud said, breaking the spell. "Mr. Csgithe, do you till need a
bathroom break?"

Lupéwas dready up and disappearing in the direction of the road as | looked down again—thistime
rather ruefully.

"Not anymore.”

| emerged from the RV's closet bathroom with atowel wrapped around my waist. "Y ou didn't tell me
that there werefacilitieson board.” | clutched at the doorframe as the rear suspension compensated for a
pothole. "We could have avoided the whole bush and cornfield routine.”

Mooncloud stood over the propane stove and stirred the contents of asmall saucepan. ™Y ou needed
to make the attempt and we needed to prove to you that escape was not possible. | needed Lupéto
retrieve you o that you would believe our credentids.”

Ah.
IITI,.H gw_ll
"Thevampire," she coached gently.

"Thevampire," | conceded reluctantly. "That was a nice touch. Most convincing. Thefrosting on the
cake, asit were."

"Wedidn't expect him. We should have: Bassarab's enforcers usudly travel in pairs and he wouldn't
have sent just one for an intercept so far from home.™

"Whoa, whoa; you'relosing me here. I'm just getting used to the idea of vampires and werewolves
being for red." | staggered the length of the camper shell and sat on a padded bench beside the
fold-down table. "Uh, Ms. Garou is awerewolf . . . right?"

Mooncloud nodded.
"Widl, you've mentioned this Bassarab guy twice now. Who is he and why does his hired muscle



sport fangs? And why are they after me?" | arranged the towe for comfort and modesty as | stretched
out my legs. "For that matter, why are you two after me?"

She sighed. "I'm afraid, Mr. Csgjthe, the answersto your questions are a bit complicated.”

No shit. | didn't say that, however; | just looked at her.

"Let's gart with vampires. For the sake of argument, you will admit in the possibility of their
exigence?'

| nodded. | could do that—admit to their possibility—without buying amembership in the club for
mysdif.

"Thereisamplereason for your skepticism, Mr. Csgthe. First, most human beings do not have a

close encounter with the undead and live to tell about it. Second, the wampyr have avested interestin
keeping their existence a secret.

"While the Children of Bassarab tend to be solitary predators, they have learned that they must
cooperate to preserve their anonymity. If any of them threatens the secret of the wampyr , that oneis
hunted down by agents of its own kind—enforcers—and destroyed lest it betray al others of its
bloodline."

"These enforcers, they were after me."

Mooncloud nodded, adjusting the heat under the saucepan. "Agents of the New Y ork enclave. Their
ruler is supposed to be a direct descendant of the origina Bassarab and hastaken hisname. That isas
much aswe know. Beyond that it is not hard to guess at basic motivations. Y our existence ismore than a
scientific curiosity, Mr. Csgjthe. Y our medical documentation isathreset to the unmasking of enclaves
everywhere"

"Endaves?'

Garou's voice crackled from the intercom: " Merde! Must you explain everything to this pup? Let the
Doman tel him what hewill. No more.”

"The Doman?"'

Mooncloud sighed. "L upé, you are only adding to our guest's curiosity—"

"Guest!"

"—and making my attempts to reassure Mr. Csgjthe that much more complicated. Y ou drive and let
me worry about the explanations.”

Theintercom grunted.

"Or | shdl send our guest up to Sit in the cab with you and let you answer al his questions.”

Oh, grest.

Therewasatinny growl from thetiny speaker but no further comments.

"Enclaves, Mr. Csgthe, are population centers where vampires gather and agree to live under a set
of lawsthat insure food and safety for dl. The leader of this socia underground adjudicates the laws,
Settles disputes, and looks after his own. He—or she—is known as the Doman for that particular

enclave. New York isthe largest, but Seettle, where we are taking you, has afairly strong enclave as
wdl."

"What if avampire does not wish to retain membership in an enclave?' A tangy aromawas beginning
tofill theair and my stomach rumbled, reminding methat | hadn't eaten for the past two days.

"Most enclaves will permit membersto apply to other demesnes. Both groups must agreeto the
transfer and that can be complicated by issues such as resources, competition, questions of loyalty—"

"I mean, what if a—" | hestated over the word "—um, vampire—didn't want to be amember of any
endave?'

"Then he or shewould be considered rogue. And nearly every rogue is hunted down and destroyed
for the safety of the enclaves.”



Swell: no undead is an idand. John Donne would have approved. | tried to concentrate past my
growing hunger pangs. "Why is one vampire more likdly to expose himsdf than awhole colony?!

"Think, Mr. Csgjthe." She turned off the burner and moved the saucepan to the sink. "'Vampires tend
to beget two things: bloodless corpses and other vampires, either of which threatensto take
bloodsucking monsters out of the tabloids and put them in Time and Newsweek. The enclaves have
deveoped systems for undead population control, ample but safe food supplies, and the means of
disposing of corpses and covering up such faux pasif such should occasiondly occur.”

"Sounds like abloodless society.”

"Mon Dieu!" the intercom squawked. "He thinks he has a sense of humor!™

Mooncloud hit the off button on the intercom. "Would you like something to eat?

| nodded and watched her ladle the soup into abowl. " So what's to become of me? That—um—"

"Vampire"

"Okay, okay: vampire! Seemed more inclined to take me back dead than dive. Or should | say
‘undead?"

"| cannot speak for the Doman of New Y ork. | am here at the will of Stefan Pagelovitch.”

"So what does he want?

Mooncloud put the ladle aside and turned to face me. "1 have lived among the wampyr for most of
my lifeand | have devoted years—decades—to their study. | know everything that they know about
their existence, their history. More, in fact, than most." Her eyes narrowed. "But dl that | know—all that
is known—pdesinto insgnificance bes de the questions that remain unanswered to thisday. Thereis il
s0 much that we do not know. For example, why do somevictimsrest quietly in their graveswhile others
come back asthe Children of Bassarab? We know that atwo-way exchange of blood between the
vampireand victimissgnificant . . . but not conclusve. Y ou, Mr. Csgthe, may bethemissing link in our
research.”

Sheturned and picked up the bowl of soup. "Our Doman has sent for you, Mr. Csgjthe, and offers
you his protection.” She st it on the table before me. "What we have done this night may set us at war
with the New Y ork enclave, with Bassarab, himself." She handed me a spoon and napkin.

"When Lupé said that you were a dead man, she meant that there was no going back to the life you
have known. Whatever has dtered your blood and metabolism may eventualy lead to your degth. Or
your undegath. But the process has begun and you have entered a state of Becoming. Bassarab will not
permit you to run free. And, frankly, neither can we. We offer you sanctuary. A chanceto make anew
lifethat will accommodate the changes you are going through.”

| lifted the first spoonful of soup to my mouth. "And this Bassarab? Just who isthisguy?' |
swallowed, feding sdlivaflood my mouth and throet.

"As| sad, wedon't redly know for sure." Mooncloud came and sat down acrossfrom me. "The
Bassarabs were agreat dynasty of the Vlachs, ruling Walachiaand fighting off invasons by the Mongols,
Turks, and Hungarians back in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Various princes ruled under the
namesVlad | through Vlad V. One of them was so bloody and evil that he was known as Vlad
Drakul—which means Vlad the Dragon or Vlad the Devil. His successors, according to legend, were as
bad or worse: Vlad Tepesisknown to thisday asVlad the Impaer and VIad Tsepesh was called the
Son of the Devil—Drakul, with the diminutive 'a added to the end.”

| looked down at my bowl, which was nearly empty. "Y ou're saying that this Bassarab is Count
Dracula?"

She shook her head. "We don't know anything beyond the fact that he claimsto be a Bassarab.
News from the East Coast has become unreliable these past several yearsand dl wehavetogoonis
rumor and innuendo. But, as you said, his enforcers did seem more inclined to bring you in dead rather
than dive. Infact, I'm sure they had something to do with last night's murder in that Joplin hospita "
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"l believe Dr. Marsh relayed some of your blood samples through the Missouri |abs and the New
Y ork team was backtracking your recordsto find you and destroy al existing evidence. The fact that a
hospital employee waskilled meansthat they were either desperate or doppy. But still very, very deedly.
Y ou're lucky that we found you firg."

| digested these words with the remainder of my soup. "Thank you,” | said findly. "For everything, |
guess, if I'mto believe even half of what you'vetold me." | pushed the bowl across the table. " The soup,
too. My appetite hasn't been too normd, lately. I'd forgotten how good tomato soup could taste.”

"Tomato soup?' Mooncloud smiled.

| frowned. "There was something dseinit—kind of tangy, like V-8 juice. Secret herbs and spices?’ |
asked hopefully.

Her smile grew broader.

| consdered the coppery aftertastein my mouth and suddenly felt my legs go rubbery. ™Y ou're not
goingtotell me. . .totel me. .." Fortunately | was Stting down.

"Some of it was tomato soup, Chris. And, yes, | did add some V-8 juice and a dash of salsato the
mix. But . . ." Her amile grew terribly wide.

| looked down at the remnants of my meal coagulating at the bottom of the bowl.
Theworst part wasthat | had actudly enjoyediit.

Chapter Three

Give me mongers. . . .

Crazy-quilt renderings of mismatched flesh with bolted necks stalking through mazed corridors.
Demonic beasts of hunched fur and poisoned talons davering in steaming pits and crawling forth,
unhindered by pentagrams and mystic seals. Lunatic shapesthat caper and gibber and reach out for you
inwaysthat suggest that there are worse things than deeth and you can take along timein getting there. .

I'll take monsters any day. Or night.
Because monsters can be run from. Or fought.

But how do you escape when that monstrous, stalking doom is part and parcel of your own
anatomy?When it pursues you through the looping corridors of veins and arteries, and nestsin the four
bedroom chambers of your own heart?

For months my dreams had been scored to background threnodies and funereal winds moaning like a
macabre Greek chorus. In time the wailing had changed and | recognized the voices as they took on new
tond qudlities.

The sound of my own blood.

Snging.



A vast, chora paean of the Dies Irae reverberating through my body: Day of Wrath. . .

There had been no solacein waking up. In time | had discovered the nightmare requiem was but a
reflection of my waking redlity: shadowswere gliding through my bloodstream like sharks turned loose to
hunt in awatery theme park. . . .

But now | awoke feding somewheat rested for the first timein months. Lying in the dark confines of
the makeshift bed, | listened to the drone of tires on pavement and then reached out to feel the wooden
wallsthat enclosed me like a coffin. Surprisingly, the panic signs of claustrophobiawere absent and | felt
rested—a sensation that had eluded mefor the better part of ayear, now. The sun, | could tell through
some arcane faculty, had set nearly an hour before.

There was aknock on the wooden barrier to my side.

llY@l

The ceiling lifted up, swung away on sde hinges like acasket lid. Dr. Mooncloud reached down,
offering her hand. "Weredmost there”

She helped me climb out of the rectangular storage space that had been adapted for my deeping
facilities, then closed the cushioned lid that converted the area back into a padded bench seat. The
storage area had served as degping space for a dozen such recovery missions, she had explained just
before sunrise.

"Hungry?" she asked now.

| groaned.

"Admit it, now. Y ou are feding much better since we introduced hemoglobin into your diet.”
| had no ready-made answer to that.

"Wadll, youre dill in trangtion so we're not exactly sure of your needs and tolerances. If you had
completed the transformation, you could go for days—weeks even—between feedings. Asit is, well
have to trust you to be honest about your hunger pangs.”

"Please—you make me sound like a—a—" | fumbled to fit aword to the feding.
"Predator?"

"Specimen. It'sal been animd blood, so far. Hasn't it?!

Shenodded. "And diluted.”

"Just don't switch me over to—to—"

"The human stuff?* The thought seemed to horrify her. " Certainly not before | get you into the [ab!™
So much for the subtler nuances of the Hippocratic oath.

The Winnebago coasted to a standstill, backed up and came to adead stop.
"We're here," Garou's voice crackled from the intercom.

It looked like acastle.

Especidly if you'd never seen ared one.

The building across the street |ooked more like a scaled down fairytae pal ace that had been airlifted
out of Disneyworld and dropped into the far end of Seettle's business didtrict. The crenelated wallsrose
two stories above street leve with twin gate house towers. A recessed keeplike structure rose another
two and four stories, respectively. There was even awater-filled moat between the sdewak and the
castle proper, overshot by awooden drawbridge that looked fully capable of supporting a Sherman tank.
Theword " Fantasies" in blue neon caligraphy was hung above the portcullisin the main archway and
strobed off and on like atorpid firefly.

Additional contrast to the weathered stone was provided by expensive, late-model automobilesthat
lined the street and studded the parking lot like colorful gems.

"Parts of it arered,” Mooncloud remarked as she took my arm and started for the crosswalk at the



corner. " A good portion of the stonework was recovered from an ancient ruin and shipped over from the
old country, stone by stone, and reassembled here.”

| smirked. "The old country?"

"Of course, some adjustments were made in recongtruction,” Garou said, hanging back to activate
the vehicle dlarm system. The RV chirped and she hurried to catch up. "Front door or back?' Thelight
changed and we started across the street.

My attention was momentarily caught by aflash of white: aface at the rear window of wheat looked
like, by God, an authentic black and white 1931 Duesenberg parked halfway down the block.

"Back," Mooncloud decided. "Not that it makes any red difference, | suppose.”

We were hafway through the crosswalk when another car came out of nowhere, bearing down on us
at better than sixty miles an hour. There wasjust enough time for us to dodge | ft, see the headlights track
our escape route, change direction, see the car adjust to follow, and then | found myself being flung
across the road with inhuman strength. A red GTO careened past, narrowly missing Mooncloud and
mysdlf. Garou was not so fortunate, having lost her advantage in throwing me out of harm'sway: the grille
caught her with adull, smacking sound.

Once again time seemed to dow perceptibly and | stared in horror as she tumbled across the hood
like abroken rag doll, striking the windshield and rebounding in astarburst of shattered glass. Her body
was tossed off to the side where aparked car broke her fall back onto the street.

| sstumbled to my feet, barely aware of the strips of abraded skin that flapped from my tattered hands,
elbows, and knees. There was no pain, yet; just adisturbing sense of disorientation—that time was out of
sync. And afedling of rage that flashed white hot as | saw her bloodied corpse crumpled between a
green Lotus and agrey Mercedes-Benz.

Mooncloud wobbled to her knees, looking dow and stunned. | turned and saw the GTO brake,
performing a skidding turn in baletic do-mo. It was coming about, the driver preparing to make another
pass.

Hazed by fury, | ran toward it, sprinting across the asphdt like anoseguard locked in on the
opposition quarterback. An old joke flitted through the back of my mind—something about dogs chasing
carsand what would they do if they ever caught one?1 shook my head, hands baling into fists.

The muscle car was fully turned now and beginning to accelerate, but it till seemed to bejerking
through successive frames of duggish film. It must have been atrick of perspectivefor | seemed to be
moving twice asfast as the automobile. In ten subjective seconds we would mest.

And then what?

Inmy fury | had insane visions of plowing through the car's front end like it was so much breskaway
cardboard or vaulting the hood to smash feet-firgt through the windshield likein an old Chuck Norris
movie. . . .

The headlightswere just afew feet away when sanity findly prevailed. There was more than enough
time to pirouette and sidestep, the fender caressing my pants leg as the car motored past—plenty of time
remaining to reach through the driver's sde window. | tore the lgp belt and shoulder harness gpart like
crepe paper and yanked the driver out through the open window.

The car continued to meander down the street as | spun the man around to face me. He reached for
something—awegpon, most likely. Timewas il dragging so there was plenty of timeto intercept his
wrigt. But | didn't dothat. | gaveinto therage, instead. | dammed my fist into hisface, distantly surprised
at how easily bone and cartilage gave way before my knuckles. The man went limp in my grasp, blood
literaly bursting from ears, eyes, mouth, and the cratered remains of anose.

Now the car sngpped into high speed, veering off to the right and smashing into a Coupe de Ville

parked near the corner of the intersection. The madness was fading and | tossed the driver's corpse asde
without even looking at hisface. There was no point, anyway: not even his own mother could recognize



him now.

"Tg7?" | caled, likeaman waking from an uncertain deep.

"Over here" She was knedling beside Garou's body. "Come help me."

| walked over in adaze, the adrendine rush suddenly gone. | knelt beside her, feding dl dead inside,
again. Was this part of the transformation? | wondered. This past year | had felt my emotionsflicker
and die, one by one, until anger, done, remained. It wasthe one true passion that | ill recognized,
everything e se seemed like so much window dressing.

Mooncloud had turned the body over onto its back. Garou's face was bloody, her eyes disturbingly
open and staring. Gently, | reached down and drew her eyelids closed with my fingertips.

"Get your grimy fingers out of my eyed" Garou snarled. | fell over backwards and landed on my
rear. Undignified maybe, but | had some consolation in the fact that my jeanswere ill dry.

"She'sdive," Mooncloud explained gently.

Duh.

"Asif it's not enough to get both legs broken aong with crushed ribs and multiple skull fractures,”
Garou's "corpse’ groused, "1 have to suffer theindignity of this cub trying to poke my eyes out like some
kind of Three Stoogesroutine." She turned her head and spat out a mouthful of blood. "Wherésthe
perp?*

| wastrying to get my legs back under me. "I guess| killed him."

"Grest!" Her voice dripped with sarcasm.

"It would have been better if we could have interrogated him." Mooncloud looked around. "We need
to get her insde.”

| was dubious. " Should we move her? Internd injuries—"

Garou clutched my arm in aweak grip, her own arm sagging at afunny angle. "I'm alycanthrope, you
idiot. I'm aready Starting to regenerate.” She coughed, awet ragged sound. "But I'll be more comfortable
insde, in bed, and off the street.”

"Pluswell need to make afew dterationsin the evidence of tonight's events before the authorities
arrive." Mooncloud turned to achild who had just appeared from behind the Mercedes. "Mordecal, the
driver isover there." She pointed at the crumpled body back down the street. ™Y ou know what to do."

AsMordeca passed by | saw that my first impression was wrong: thiswas no child but an old dwarf
dressed in livery and afool's cap. Thelittle man placed a couple of stubby fingersin his mouth and blew a
ghrill and complicated whistle as he hurried toward the corpse.

| gathered Lupé Garou into my arms asif she were some oversized rag doll. As| stood, | saw the
cover of amanholerise from the street and several more diminutive figures emerge. | turned to
Mooncloud. "What—?"

"Knockers," she answered curtly. "Let'sgo.”

"Yeah. . .." Garou'svoice wasweak and | had to bow my head to listen. " The mines below the
sewersarefull of 'em. The Doman dmaost named the place after 'em. Can you imagine?' Her smilewas
cut short by another cough and M ooncloud's announcement that we were going in the front door. | nearly
dropped her as her body squirmed, shifting in my arms, reassigning mass and shape and flowing into the
form of agrest, bloodied wolf. Now her clothing hung loosdly from her lupine form and Mooncloud
quickly pulled it off, stuffing the tattered materid in her purse.

"Comeon, don't dawdle!" Shetugged at my elbow as the great wooden doors, strapped and bound
with iron bands and large ova rings, began to swing open. "Makeway!" she ydled, pushing through the
gathering crowd. "Had alittle accident out here! Coming through. Some guy just hit adog and lost
control of hiscar!"

"My Caddy!" anew voice shrilled. Asthe man pushed past, | looked back and saw that the body of



the driver was aready back behind the whed of the GTO. There was no sign of the knockers and
Mordeca was standing on the sidewak, looking like nothing more than a curious spectator. Mooncloud
was moving deeper into the castlesinterior and | had to hurry to keep up.

The entry hal split three ways, opening up into adark, cavernous room between two outer passages.
Aswe passed the inner portal and started down the left corridor | glanced in a what might have once
sarved asaking'sgreat hal. The darkness was studded with pinpoints of candldight denoting
congtellations of tables. At the center of the great room was anucleus of light, revealing a stage bordered
by avagt, circular bar. | caught aglimpse of the dancers on the stage and suddenly understood Garou's
sardonic comment regarding the knockers. Then | was past the portal, trying to keep up with Mooncloud
as she continued down the outer halway.

Antique eevator doors opened at the end of the corridor. Insde thefiligreed iron cage was atiny
apparition perched atop a high stool. The man couldn't have topped three feet if standing erect and
looked even smaller folded in on himself ashe sat. Hisred hair, beard, hat, and spatsformed a
Christmasy contrast to his green frock coat and breeches. Tiny dark glasses bridged hisface, ddicately
spanned between oversized ears and nose. He cocked his head as they stepped aboard and sniffed
deicately. "Fraulein Mooncloud?'

"Y es, Hinzelmann. We need to go down straightaway.”

He pulled alever that closed the doors, then pulled another and the cage started a smooth descent.
"ItisFraulein Garou, isit not?" he asked, continuing to stare straight ahead. "'Is she hurt badly?* Genuine
concern leaked through the formdity.

"Not so badly that | won't be taking the sairsin acouple of days," thewolf growled. | nearly
dropped her, again.

"Hinzelmann, thisisMr. Csgthe.”

Thelittle man nodded gravely without turning. "Herr Csgjthe, guten Tag.”

"Mr. Hinzemann, sehr angenehm,” | managed.

"Ach, it isniceto meet ayoung person with mannersthese days. Csgjthe. . ." heruminated, . . .
from Hungary?'
| shook my head. "Frontenac.”

"Frontenac?

"Kansas," | elaborated. "Just next to Pittsburg, no 'H'."

"Pittsburgh-no-'H'?"

"Pittsburg, Kansas—with no 'H' on the end of Pittsburg. It'sright next door to Frontenac." He
looked blank so | added, "I1t'swhere I'm from.”

"Ah!" A light dawned in hiseyes. "I ch bitte um Entschul digung—I mean origindly.”

"Oh. Originaly, Kansas City. Missouri not Kansas."

Thelight dimmed, nearly going out and the little man grunted asthe elevator cameto astop. "But
your family—of the Nadasays, perhaps?*

"Perhaps,” Mooncloud agreed as the doors opened. "There is much that Mr. Csgjthe doesn't know,
yet—particularly about himsdf."

"Another knocker?' | inquired as the doors closed behind us and we continued down a corridor
hollowed out of solid stone.

"A hitchen."

"Awhat?'

"A German home sprite”

"Oh. Of course.”



"Do | detect anote of sarcasm, Mr. Csgjthe?”

"Morelike sixteen barswith coda." Therattle of small-whedled casters drew my attention up the
corridor. A young woman dressed in a samite gown was pushing agurney toward us. A textbook Nordic
beauty, she had pae blue eyes and wore her white-blond hair piled in coils upon her head. "Human?'

Mooncloud shook her head.

| Sghed. "Of course not.”

"Weise Frauen.”

"Weisse or weise?'

"Oneof the White Ladies" said thewolf.

"Hush," Mooncloud scolded. "No unnecessary talk or movement till you're more regenerated.” She
turned to me asthe gurney arrived. " "White or ‘wise' serve equaly when deding with the Fainen
women. Where did you learn German?"

"My great grandfather. | picked up a smattering when | was atoddler.”

"Y ou seem to have kept up.”

"I livein what used to be cdled the 'Little Bakans areaof Kansas." | shrugged. "Or did live, anyway.

"They called down and warned us," the pale woman said as | gently laid Garou's lupine form on the
gurney. "Surgery is prepared and ready.”

"Thank you, Magda." Mooncloud took my arm. "Take her on down. Tell Dr. Burton that I'll be dong
inamoment.” Sheled me off down aside corridor. "I've got to go tend to L upé, but we must get you
settled, firgt." We cameto across corridor and she called out: "Ah, Basa-Andrée!

Thereis no excellent beauty, Francis Bacon wrote, that hath not some strangeness in the
proportion. Perhaps, but I'd warrant that Frank never imagined strangenessin every proportion. It was
shuffling toward us now in theform of an old and very ugly crone.

"How isthelittle one?" it—she—rasped in an ancient, rusting voice.

" think shélll befine eventudly, but | must tend her for now. Basa," she pulled me forward, "thisis
Christopher Csgjthe. HE's the one we were sent to recruit.”

Basa-Andrée clasped gnarled, lumpy hands together. "Ah! Welcome, honored guest! Please dlow
me to show you to your quarters.”" Shelooked me up and down. "1 will draw you a hot bath and see that
you are provided with fresh clothing.” To Mooncloud: "L eave him to me, dearie. Y ou just run dong and
I'll seethat he'sready for his audience with the Doman.”

Mooncloud smiled gratefully. "Go aong, Chris; I'll be by to check onyou later. Y ou'rein good
hands, now: Basa-Andréeis one of the chamberlains.”

| leaned over and whispered, " She's not human ether, is she?!

She shook her head. " Aguane.”

"Of course. Don't know why | didn't seethat immediately.”

The old woman cackled as Mooncloud took her leave. "Come with me, dearie. Stefan has decreed
that you are to be shown every courtesy." She cackled again as she started off down the corridor. The
grasp of her hand was like weathered iron and | tottered behind her, trying to keep up.

My quartersturned out to be asix-room suite that rivaled any hotdl 1'd ever visited save for the fact
that there were no windows and the walls were dressed stone. The aguane showed me through the
various rooms, explaining that the kitchenette would be stocked as soon as my dietary needswere
understood and asfor the closets. . .

L ess than two minutes after we had entered the suite, two brownies and aleprechaun (or so

Basa-Andrée identified them) had bustled through the door. The tour was Sidetracked as they subjected
me to athorough series of measurements and detail ed questions pertaining to fashion preferences,



fabrics, and which sde| "dressed” on. One of the brownies even held up acolor chart and pronounced
mea"dramatic winter." Then they were bustling back out the door and apologizing that it would be close
to an hour before they could return with a complete wardrobe.

"Now," the old crone cackled, "how about anice, relaxing, hot bath?"

The bathroom was spacious, with agreat sunken tub that could comfortably accommodate three with
room to spare. Asthe steaming water neared the top, recessed jets turned on, swirling my bath into a
bubbling jacuzzi.

"I'vetaken theliberty of laying out avariety of toiletries and shaving implements,” the old chamberlain
sad, turning the tapsto the off position. "If you have any grooming needs, just utilize the house phoneto
make your needs known."

"Great." | squinted at the reflective panels of glass. "How about a special mirror that will enablea
semi-vampire to shave himsdf?"

She grinned, displaying teeth that looked like atwo-hundred year-old picket fence. "1 think we can
come up with something that will satidfy. . . ."

| lay back with my eyes closed, |etting the heat from the water sink into my cool flesh. It wasthefirst
timethat | could remember feeling warm in days. Relaxation gave way to deep and | had amost curious
dream.

Inthisdream | was Hill lying back in the tub, my arms and legs drifting in the bubbling swirls of
heated water. A woman's head poked above the water's frothy surface. " So what would you prefer?”
she asked, her green hair swirling about with the currents. "A trim, afull shave, or acompromise where
you keep the mustache?’

"Full shave," | murmured, bemused by the turn this dream was taking.

Sherose up hafway out of the water to reach for the shaving implements that had been laid out on
the side of the tub. Now there was no question that | was dreaming: not only was this green-tressed
woman both bare and beautiful, but her lower body seemed to be occupying the same space as my own.
Had she beenred, | would have felt her weight upon me, legs straddling my sides. Insteaed, she seemed
to have no substance below the waterline: her waist seemed solid enough, but the pale flesh below her
navel seemed to bleach toward trangparency, her hips disappearing and regppearing in the roiling froth of
the weter.

Aninteresting effect, | thought. Almost asinteresting as the effect of her bending over me. . . .

And then | was distracted by the sensation of cool lather against my hot, sweaty face, surprisngly
solid fingers smoothing it down my cheeks, beneath my chin, across my jaw and throat.

The shave was pleasant.
The"aftershave’ even more so.

| awoke to the fact that the waterjets had been shut off. | opened my eyeswith the memory of the
watery barber fresh in my mind. Instead, | wastreeted to the Sight of rheumy, yellow eyesthat bulged
from an ancient, leathery face: the aguane.

| repressed an impolite scream.

"The Doman sendsfor ye, lad,” she cackled. "I would'nakeep himsdlf waiting any longer than

necessary.” She handed me alarge towel and turned to go. At the doorway she paused. "Nice shave."
Her mouth stretched into a gap-toothed grin and she disappeared around the corner.

| put ahand to my face: it wastrue, | was now clean-shaven.

And the closets were now full of clothing, shoes and boots arranged in two military lines acrossther
floor aress.

| dressed in adaze, scarcely aware of my surroundings as | examined the pink patches of new skin
on my elbows, hands, and knees. Gone were the 00zing wounds from my ungraceful dide on the asphalt



from just an hour before.

Gonewasthelife had known just four days before.

Lessthan aweek ago | had figured on a short future with long medica bills. Now? Well, dead was
dead, but undead? At the very least there did seem to be some physical advantages.

There was aknock at the door as | finished tying my shoes. It was Dr. Mooncloud, who had
managed a change of clothes and some fresh makeup.

"How's Lupé?" | asked.

"Fine. Shelll be up and around in no time.” She offered her arm. " Shall we go? The Doman is having
usfor dinner."

"An interesting choice of words," | observed aswe exited my new quarters.

"Until the Doman makes any decisons concerning your fate" she answered, "the ambiguity is
apropos. Don't embarrass me tonight.”

"Dontworry," | said. "I'm just dying to make agood impression.”

Chapter Four

The Doman was not what | expected.

Firg of dl, hewasn't old. Or at least he didn't ook old: late twentiesto early thirties, to all
appearances. Ingtead of black and swept back from the requisite widow's peak, his hair was brown and
wavy and parted on the left. His eyes were grey-blue with flecks of brown—chameleon eyes, but open
and friendly at this particular moment. The nose was not the thin blade of flesh | had imaginedina
vampire leader: it waslong but rounded, rather, with adightly predatory bent that reminded more of an
owl than ahawk. Benesth it, he wore a nestly trimmed mustache—nothing heavy, Snister, or possessing
handholdsfor twirling.

Taken separately, none of his features seemed to suggest inhuman qudities and their sum did nothing
to suggest avampire warlord.

No tuxedo or evening wear here, either: hewore a pair of black dacks and asilk shirt of shimmering
purple. The Doman stood just over six feet and had adender physique that seemed more sinuous than
powerful. Stefan Pagel ovitch was not afearsome sight, at al. He seemed pleasant and rather young for
such implied respongbility. | tried to imagine him wearing a cape. Failed.

Then we shook handsand | felt the subtle power that radiated from the man as the chilled flesh of
fingersand pam enveloped my own.

"Welcome, Mr. Csgthe, and enter. Y ou are my honored guest.”

"Thank you, Mr. Page—"

"Please: Stefan.” The cold grip of the Doman's hand drew meinto the room. "It will be so much
better if we put aside such formdities. May | call you Christopher?”

| dlowed mysdlf to be led toward the table. The room was dark, its only illumination coming from a



pair of flickering candelabras on the dining table and the mixture of city lights and moonglow thet trickled
in from the open terrace on the far wall.

Aswe were segted, | noticed that there were othersin theroom, aswell. Acrossthetable sat a
hirsute, barrel-chested man. He was seated next to a blond woman whose flesh revealed by her
décolletage was S0 pae asto seem an additional source of illumination in the pervading gloom. Both
studied meintently as Dr. Mooncloud sat to my right and the Doman took his place at the end of the
table, to my |eft. At the other end of the table sat a man and awoman of incomparable beauty. Dark,
lean, with black, curly hair and a clean aquiline profile, he looked like the cover modd for countless
romance novels. His companion had red hair, blue eyes, and aface so flawless that it—well—defied
comparison to anything else. Both embodied the kind of physical perfection that evoked neither lust nor
jedlousy, so far removed was it from competition or attainment.

I ntroductions commenced.

The perfect pair were Damien and Deirdre—no last names were offered.

Theround, fuzzy guy turned out to be Lupés brother, Luis. "Can't stay long," he growled, nodding
curtly. "1 must look in on my sster, again."

The white-on-white blonde in the black dress was introduced as Elizabeth Bachman, " . . . better
known to countlessviewers as Lilith, TV'slate-night scream queen and horror movie hostess,”

Pagel ovitch explained. "Elizabeth has been a Saturday night staple here in Sesttle for the past ten years,
but just last year severa of the mgjor markets have picked her up in syndication. Perhaps you've heard of
her?'

| smiled acordid smile and shook my head. "I'm afraid | havent.”

"I look somewhat different on televison and in al of my public gppearances,” Bachman said. "'l wear
along, black wig and lots of eye makeup.” Her voice matched the black velvet of her dress—low,
throaty—sounding of whiskey and cigarettes and ten thousand barstoals.

"Ah," | said, "sort of across between MorticiaAddamsand Elvira”

Her expression twisted and, for amoment, | was reminded of Kirsten'sfirst taste of sweet and sour
sauce.

For amoment. . . .
And then | bundled that memory back into the black trunk of forgetfulness.

Bachman recovered with asmile, saying: "Elviramay cdl hersdlf the'Midress of the Dark,' but | am
the Queen of the Damned. And my dressesare moredaring. . . ." Her mouth formed a poutish little
moue.

"Moredaring?' | echoed weakly.

"| shdl be very happy to proveit to you." She amiled again, showing teeth thistime. Some of them
were pointed.

"l invited Elizabeth here to meet you, Christopher.” The Doman was regarding us over therim of a
crystal goblet. Claret-colored liquid caught the light from the candles and bloodied hisface. I understand
you arein broadcasting. | thought Elizabeth would be the idedl person to help you settle into our circle.
Her contacts will make it easy to find just the right job." He turned to Bachman. "' Perhaps you aready
have apogtion in mind, my dear?"

Shelicked her lips and the smile grew. "Oh, yes, I'm thinking of aposition just thisvery moment. . . ."

"Stefan,” Dr. Mooncloud said, "there is something we need to discuss before Mr. Csgthe leavesthis
room."

"| should think there are anumber of thingsto discuss, Doctor.” He took asip from the goblet. "Just
what did you havein mind?'
"Mr. Csgthe's status.”



"Status?' Luis Garou was curious.

"According to al we know so far—second-hand |ab reports and two days observation on the road
getting here—Mr. Csgtheisin trangtion. Apparently stuck in mid-trangition.” She gave the Doman a
meaningful look. "Did you know that he entered the premises without invitation or hesitation?"

The room became very ill.

"Mr. Csgthe," Pagelovitch was suddenly very attentive, focusng with an intensity that was at odds
with hisrelaxed manner of afew moments before, "did anyoneinvite you to enter this building?'

| was struck with a sudden case of laryngitis: | shook my head.

Mooncloud cleared her throat. "Neither Lupé or mysdlf had offered the specific invitation, yet, but
since we were headed for the door, the implication—"

He cut her off with agesture. "1t would make no difference.”

"0, like, everyone—" | had recovered the upper registers of my voice and was till fishing for the
lower "—who comes to your—um—nightclub, here, hasto have an invitation to get through the door?”

"Not the human clientele," Bachman said. "Only the wampyr ."

"So | amdill human.”

Mooncloud steepled her fingers. "But not fully human.”

The Doman leaned forward. "The question is: How much?”'

Mooncloud shrugged, but an aura of tenson fairly crackled about her diminutive shoulders. ™Y ou
have my initial report based on the blood tests and lab work | intercepted. Mr. Csgjthe's appetite for
solid food has declined. He's showing an increasing senditivity to solar radiation. His night vision continues
to improve and his strength has dready passed human normsfor hisframe and musculature. While he can
gtill tolerate and even draw nourishment from ordinary food, blood has an increasingly potent and
revitdizing effect on hissysem.”

"That'snothing,” | said modestly. ™Y ou should see me touch my nose with thetip of my tongue.”

Deirdre laughed, ashort, musica, merry sound. It was a so the only sound from that end of the table
so far thisevening.

"He no longer casts ashadow and hisreflection isbarely visblein amirror,” Mooncloud continued.
"But | would be hard-pressed to classify him as ether dive or undead without further lab work." She shot
alook a Bachman. "Which | intend to start first thing tomorrow.”

The blonde's eyes reflected pinpoints of candle flame as she sudied me again. "What fascinating
possihilitiesthat raises"

"Precisdy my point." Mooncloud turned imploring eyes on the Doman. "We know nothing, yet, of
how his condition was contracted or from whom. . . ." Her gaze swept back to the blond woman and
hardened. "It's very crucid at this point that his system not be exposed to further contamination.”

"WeI!" Bachman's outrage seemed more thegtrics than trueindignity. "'l like that! Contamination!”

Pagelovitch nodded dowly. "Perhaps not the most diplomatic of terms, Doctor, but you are correct.
His current status must not be violated—for scientific and ethica reasons, aswell."

"Ethica?' Theword in Bachman's mouth was even more distasteful than " contamination.”

| wastired of gtting on the siddlines. "And what does that mean?”

"No doubt you believe the fantasies of pen and film that brand us as creatures of the night—without

conscience or scruple,” the Doman said. "But we live by a code of necessity and we acknowledge certain
respongbilities for what we must do.”

"Dr. Mooncloud explained how you're careful to keep your existence asecret,” | said, making a
cursory effort to keep theirony out of my voice, "and how you've set limits on your population growth in
regards to the food supply.”



"It'snot just a question of available resources nor adesire for safety that drives usto keep our
numbers down." Page ovitch continued calmly. "And we are not aways successful in our effortsto do so.
Thefact is, Christopher, that we do not fully understand how the condition is passed along to some and
not to others.

Out of the corner of my eye, | noticed that the redhead had stopped eating and was staring &t her
plate with an dmost stricken expression.

"Why do some humans sicken and die over along period of timewhile othersexpireinasingle
night?' the Doman was saying. "It isnot, | assure you, tied exclusively to blood loss. Why do somefind
resurrection while till on the coroner's dab while others—in those countries that do not practice
embaming—lieinther graves afull month before sundering their coffinsto crawl upwards through the
dark earth?

"There are many variables that we cannot explain. The good doctor here has hopes that your
particular condition may be the key to unlocking some of these many myderies.”

Everyonewas staring a me, but | particularly felt the weight of Damien and Deirdre's gaze from the
far end of thetable.

"And she does not want—" Pagelovitch smiled a Bachman, showing his own pointed tegth "—
contaminated blood mixing with your own until she knows everything she can learn from its present
condition.”

"I think I understand the scientific angle here,” | said. "But you said there wasamord angle, aswell.”

"Yes, | was getting to that. The Code of the Grave—" he gave ashort, deprecating laugh "—just as
there isa Code of the West. We have standards of conduct for our little society of nightdwellers. . . .

"That code places aheavy responsibility upon the hunter. Once | have taken you for sustenance, you
become my responsibility until certain conditions are satisfied. If you live, | must seetoiit that you are
unableto betray my existence or the existence of the greater community to which I belong. If you die, |
must seeto it that your desth does not provide the same betraya through physical evidence. And if you
risefrom your grave, | must mentor you, bring you into the Community. Or seeto it that you are
destroyed for the same reasonsthat | just spoke of."

"The responghility to the Community,” | said.

The Doman nodded. "But not just thet. If | am responsible for your infection, | have amora
obligation to you, aswell. More so today than a century ago.”

| responded with my eyebrows.

"A century ago most victimswould end up in apine box under six feet of earth. While those
circumstances might seem daunting to most mortals, it isthe egg from which most of us are hatched. We
comeinto our greater strength cracking that wooden shell and clawing our way to the surface. But there
are limitsto what even augmented strength and iron fingernails can do when locked inside a stedd casket
and aconcrete grave liner. Imagineif you will the fate of anewly resurrected vampire seded for an
eternity in such aprison. Itisahorror that might befal any of usand so we aredl committed to seeing
that it happensto none."

| repressed an unexpected shudder.

"Which brings me back to the point. Although I am not responsgible for your present condition, | am
responsible for having you brought here. Under those circumstances and, as| am Doman over this
demesne, | must assume certain obligations for your welfare. Which brings me to avery important
question. Do you wishtojoin us?'

| cleared my throat. "Uh, as | kept trying to tell Dr. Mooncloud, | was quite happy with thejob | had
and—"

"No, my friend, you do not understand. Y our lot is now cast with us. Even were| to release you
from our enclave you would just be killed or acquired by another Doman. Asit stands now, you are



aready being hunted by at least one other enclave. And they want you so badly that they have been
cadess”

"Three disappearances and ahomicide by the time we got to you,” Mooncloud said.

"One of the disappearances has since regppeared,” Luis amended. "Or at least the body turned up.”

"Mutilated and drained of blood," Bachman added. She shook her head and made tch-tch noises.
"Soppy.”

Pagel ovitch scowled. "But at least there were no evident fang marks and the authorities are more
inclined to blame Satanic cults than look for evidence of vampires." He shook his head. "Still, through no
fault of your own, your existence has aready threstened our anonymity. This carelessnessworriesme.

But dl that | can do for the moment is deal with your presence here. What | am asking you, here and
now, is. Do you wish to complete the Transformation? To become aswe are?'

"Stefan! We don't even know if or how that could be accomplished!" Mooncloud protested. "And
hisvaueto our research in his current state—"

"l am not asking about possibilitied” the Doman rumbled. "1 am questioning hisdesire. Can the
transformation be reversed?

She shook her head. "Even if such athing were possible, | wouldn't know how."

Pagel ovitch turned back to me. "1 speak to you now, ignorant of the scientific principlesin this matter.
| speak to you, rather, out of mora obligation before you leave thisroom. | do not know whether your
transformation is at astandstill or just progressing very dowly. If progressing, | do not know if we can
hinder it further. | do believethat it iswithin our power to accelerate and complete the Transformation. If
that iswhat you wish. The question is what do you wish?"'

Everyonewas till looking a me.
"Well, | don't want to die."
Mouths smiled, teeth glinted, laughter erupted.

"My dear Mr. Csgthe," Bachman said. "If you remain amere mortd, death iseventualy inevitable.
Asone of usyou can cheat degth.”

" 'One short deep past, we wake eternally,’ " the Doman added. " 'And Death shdl be no more:
Desth, thou shdt die!" "

| forced asmile. "I think you misappropriate Donne's meaning.”

Heamiledinreturn. "A man of letters, Christopher? | thought the last had died out early inthis
century.”

" "Thegood diefirst,' " | quoted back, " 'And they whose hearts are dry as summer dust / Burn to the
socket.' "

"Coleridge?'

"Wordsworth."

Hefrowned. "Redly?| suppose Lyrical Ballads . . . 7'

| shook my head. " The Excursion. Though | can see your assumption with their collaborative work."

Page ovitch nodded. " Sam was an acquaintance; | never met Bill. Probably accountsfor my neglect .
.. but | digress. Elizabeth put it more succinctly than any of the poets: you can chesat death.”

| stared past him, at the uncertain darkness outside the window. " 'Man comes and tills the field and
lies beneath. / And after many a summer diesthe swan." "

Heamiled. "If you're citing Tennyson to say that you can only postpone the inevitable, you still beg
the question. Who wouldn't bargain for one more summer? Or ten?"

"Wheat price would you pay to live another century?' Bachman chimedin. "Or ten?"
"There are, however, certain tradeoffs,” Mooncloud murmured.



"Well, assuming | have any real decison inthisprocess, I'd liketo put it off just alittle bit longer. |
mean thereésno hurry, isthere?' | was il amiling, but it felt more like agrimace.

The Doman nodded. "Fair enough. Dr. Mooncloud's lab work may help you make amore informed
choice when the time comes. In the meantime, | must caution you to share blood with no one." He turned
to Bachman. | trust thisisclear?'

Shegmiled swestly.

| looked at Mooncloud. "Um, share blood?'

"It ispart of their vampire lovemaking," Lupé's brother offered with an undertone of distaste. "They
sometimes like to bite each other. Suck—"

"Thank you, Luis," Bachman interrupted icily. "1 think you forget your place.”

Garou scowled but ducked his head submissively. "I must go and seeto my sister, now." He pushed
back from the table and | eft the room hurriedly. As he exited two men entered bearing covered trays.
Dinner was served.

Mooncloud, Deirdre, and myself were the only ones served solid food, a point the doctor
underscored quietly by explaining that once the transformation was finished my digestive syssem would no
longer tolerate anything but blood. "Anything else will makeyou sick,” she said.

"One of thetradeoffs," | observed.

"One...."

After dinner the Doman invited mefor asroll along the castle "battlements.” The otherswere
pointedly not invited and said their goodnights as aformality. Obvioudy, for everyone concerned, the
night was yet young.

July in the Pacific Northwest was a bit cooler than in the Midwest and | was surprised to seealight
fog hazing the more digtant lights of the city.

"A quiet night," Pagelovitch said, leaning out upon one of the upthrust merlonsin the crenelated
half-wall. "Unlike the New Y ork demesne, where the city's turmoil providesthe perfect cover for night
predators. | work hard to preserve a peaceful coexistence with the Living in my realm. Do you know
how that is done?"

| hazarded aguess: "Blood banks?"

Helaughed, the sound of it falling somewhere between polite and weary. "Y es, yes, blood banks.
One of the more obvious ploysto serve the needs of the midnight community. Vampirefiction has
reduced such stratagemsto a clichéd gimmick but it is till auseful and mostly harmless way to attend to
our needs."

"Y ou have your own, | takeit?"

"Y es, with severd outlets. And our personal withdrawas are minima compared to what is returned
to themedical community at large. We are very philanthropic in thisarea, but—" hissmile faded, "that is
not what | meant by my question.”

"How you rule over acommunity of vampires?'

He nodded. "Ruleisamost gpt description. And not just over vampires, Christopher. There are
other creatures—perhaps | should say 'beings—who are assimilated into our community, aswell."

"Likethe knockers."

"Likethe knockers. And the leprechauns. And at least a dozen others—well, you'll be meeting some
of them in the days ahead. Their safety and prosperity depends upon the laws that have been set up to
govern our community.” Hisvoice hardened. "And my ability to enforce them.”

"Dr. Mooncloud explained some of that.”

He nodded, still looking out over the city. Surveying hisdomain. ™Y ou are my guest—for now. Itis
my hopethét, in time, you will assmilate into our community as a contributing member, whatever your



vaueto our medica and biological research now. But it isessentid that you understand this: that 1 will
ded harshly with anyone—anyone—who becomes athresat to any portion of our society, here. Do you
understand?"

"l think 0."

"Then understand that your sworn dlegiance meanslittle to me at this particular moment. Y our
ignorance of us and our ways could make you a greater risk than any desireto do usactua harm. That is
why you will not leave this building again until | deem that you are reedy.”

| didn't like that. But outside of a hot bath and shave there hadn't been anything about the past couple
of daysthat | had particularly liked. "So, I'm a prisoner for now?"

"A gues.”

"For how long?"

"Aslong asit takes." There wasawarning edgeto hisvoice.

" ‘After three days, fish and guests beginto smell,' " | recited.

Heraised an eyebrow.

"Dear Abby," | qudified.

He shook hishead. "Ben Franklin: Poor Richard's Almanac. And he said 'stink." "

"Ah. Of course.”

"Now we are even."

| hadn't realized that anyone was keeping score. "Not as long as you are making the rules.”

Pagelovitch sighed. "Thisisfor your safety aswell asours. | want you to become acquainted with us
and our ways while we learn more about you.

"But | must dso warn you: the fact that we are amutualy dependent community does not mean that
we are al one big happy family. There are those who will use you for avariety of purposesif they see
advantage for themsdlves. Elizabeth isbut amild example of the gppetites to be found among us. | have
warned her that you are not to be harmed—»but that may not stop her from anything that you, yoursdlf,
agreeto.”

"Nicefriends."

"That is precisdy the point | wish to make, Christopher: we are not al friends. We are allies—which
isadifferent thing atogether.

"Come, let me give you the tour.” We followed the parapet around the corner and descended a flight
of gairs. "Tdl me, are you comfortable so far?"

"The accommodations are excdlent."

"| speak of the process of your Becoming. Have you experienced the bloodlugt, yet? Tg saysthat
you have not cut the new teeth.”

"No fangs, dthough my appetite has been fluctuating as of late.”

Helooked at me sideways. " Christopher, there is appetite and then there are appetites. You killed a
mean thisevening."

Sinceit wasn't aquestion, | felt no obligation to answer.

"Haveyou killed before?

We came to adoor which he opened, ushering meinside and down a corridor. "Persona question,” |
sad.

"You will be asked agreat many persona questions over the next few days. | ask, however, because
tonight'simpulse—" he gave me ancther look "—it was animpuls=?'

"It wasn't premeditated.”

"Which brings meto my point. The change is dtering the chemica baance of your body. Hormona



changes, mood swings, shiftsin brain chemistry—violence will become an increasingly natura response
to Stuationsinvolving stress. The subtler emotions recede. Passion rules—primarily as anger, even hate.

"What about compassion?" | asked suddenly. Thought upon the growing deadness of my heart this
past year. "What about sorrow?”

"Y ou are becoming a predator. Compassion will have no place in your atered nature. Sorrow? Y ou
will no longer fed emationsin the human spectrum. Y our thoughts and fedings are being cleansed of the
muddle that mortals are heir to. Y ou shal fed only that which is sharp and keen, a conscience honed
fromfireand ged.”

Perhaps that had aready happened. For the past year my closest friends had chided me for not being
"intouch with my fedings." Like fedings were something | should want after burying my wife and
daughter.

"And then thereisthe bloodlust,” he continued. " And awhole spectrum of appetites and emotions
that bridge the gap between the living and the undead.” We passed through asmall antechamber and then
through another doorway into a darkened observation room. A row of glassed windows looked down
into the main room of the castle, providing uswith an excdlent view of the nightclub'sinhabitants and their
activities.

"Toplessdancers,”" | mused, watching the slent gyrations on the stage below. "1 wonder what Bram
Stoker would have made of this?

"Were he astute, he would have remarked on the benefits for the hunter leaving the jungles behind to
open hisown private game reserve.”

"And TitsR-Us ... ?' | gestured.
He shrugged. "One of our lures.”

| nodded. "The best bait always wriggles on the hook." | could fedl the tension building between us
but it only inclined meto push alittle more. "And is Fantasi es the daughterhouse or merely the holding
pen?"

"l supposeitisanatura question,” he said after amoment's silence, "but I'm beginning to take
exception to your tone.”

| shrugged. "Must be those mood swings you just warned me about.”
"Still, I would remind you of your status as guest here—"

| held up my hand. "Words like'guest’ and 'host’ are dll very nice" | said, "but hardly appropriate
under the present circumstances.”

Hisface tightened. " Perhaps when your transformation is complete, when your very survivd is
hostage to blood and secrecy—" He checked himself and visibly relaxed. "But until then you have every
reason to be angry and distrustful. Forgive me: | must try to meet my definition of host eveniif | do not
mest yours." He lowered himsdlf into a plush chair Stuated near one of the windows.

"This castle and its environs serve avariety of functions. Here we provide home and shelter to the
society we cal the Underworld. Here we transact business that pays for the physical necessities of our
community. Two hundred years ago our kind had to live in abandoned buildings and neglected crypts.
We could only obtain the necessities of existence through brutality and murder.” He gestured toward the
darkened room below. " Today we can engage in mutually beneficid commerce with humankind to
address our needs. We do not kill unlesswe are forced to. And we do not take from the unwilling.”

"'Sounds downright charitable.” | lowered mysdlf into the chair acrossfrom him.

"We provide services and entertainment for humans. They assume the occasiona haf-glimpsed
oddity on the premisesis part of the specia effects that we've woven into the ambience and the product.
Hence, our name: Fantasies. For the entertainment we provide, we acquire currency and resources for
our own needs. We provide shelter and such benefits that our people cannot or dare not obtain from the
society of humankind.



"One such exampleisthe hospita facility underground where Ms. Garou isnow being cared for. In
addition to amultifunctional surgery and various trestment rooms, we have alaboratory and research
facilities, an extensve library, agymnasum and pool—"

There was aknock at the door.

"I've summoned one of my assistantsto finish your tour, Christopher. | think it's best that | get back
to work before the night istoo far gone.”

That was curious: at no time during our after-dinner stroll had | seen him pick up aphone, use an
intercom, or relay a verba message through athird party. The door opened and ayoung Asian woman
entered.

"Suki, thisistheman | told you about,” my "hogt" said. Shelooked me over and | reciprocated. |
would have described her astiny up until this evening—Dbefore | had seen Hinzelmann and the knockers.
Shewas small and ddlicately formed but still sized and proportioned in the human range. Blue-black hair,
sheened like astarling's wing, dropped in astraight flow to her shoulders. Shewore ared sk dresswith
amandarin collar and a coiled dragon in green embroidery over her |eft breast. Jade earringstinkled like
emerald wind-chimes as she bowed to me. There was nothing subservient in the act, and her eyes, as
they came back up to regard me, betrayed amusement mixed with cool appraisal.

"I'd like you to give Mr. Csgjthe the basic tour, make the requisite introductions, and answer al
reasonable questions before tucking him in." The Doman turned to me. "I'll catch up to you tomorrow."
He extended his hand. "Whether you believe me or not, | do have your best interestsin mind aswell as
our own."

| took his hand and shook it in observance of the socid amenities. "Perhaps. But you must
understand my need to exercise my own autonomy.”

His nod signified acknowledgment of my statement. Not agreemen.

Chapter Five

My new tour guide turned to me. "Before we begin, are there any questions that you would like to
ak?'

| glanced back down at the stage: new dancers were exchanging places with the others and hardly
missing abegt inthemusic.

Suki smiled. "Y ou're wondering about the dancers,” she said. It was not aquestion.

"I'm curious about the businessangle,” | clarified.

Shejust looked at me and smiled.

"Well, the Playboy clubs and their upscale like have long since disappeared from the American
landscape. The only places one expectsto find topless dancers, these days, isin seedy bars and—"

She held up her hand. "Firgt of dl, we do not employ topless dancers.”
| glanced back down. "One of us either needsto check our eyesight or our definitions.”
Shelaughed. "Yes, our definitions. Fantasies employs exotic dancers.” Emphasis on exatic.



"Ah. 1 see” | amiled. "Topless dancers are himbos who take off their tops and wiggle. Exotic dancers
are atigswho engage in interpretive performances involving music, lighting, and costumes—costumes
with removabletops.”

Suki smiled right back. "Aninteresting if not entirely origind distinction, Mr. Csgthe. But | think you
will find that our definition of exotic exceeds your expectations. Come, let uswak whilewe converse.”

| followed her out of the room and down the hall.

"I'mafraid | didn't answer your origind question.”

"Whichwas?' | didn't think | had gotten around to actudly askingiit.

"Y ou were going to ask about the dichotomy of an obvioudy upscale club like Fantasies utilizng
low-brow entertainment like topless dancers.”

"Exotic," | sad.
She hesitated. "What?"
"Exotic dancers.”

"Um, yes. Well, to fully answer your question, I'll introduce you to the dancersindividudly. But a part
of the answer liesin the fact that there are till upscale clubsin existence that do cater to awedthy and
hedonidtic clientee.”

"Private clubs. Exclusve membershipswith low profiles”

"You areaquick study, Mr. Csgjthe.”

"Y ou should see meride aunicycle.

"What? Oh, | see. | was warned about you."

"And what did they warn you about?'

She merely smiled and kept walking.

Wetoured the library—three large rooms claiming to hold thirty-five thousand books and afourth
room housing amicrofiche viewer, three computer on-line services, and two CD-ROM readers. | looked
around carefully, asking pertinent questions about the facilities: if permitted, | would be camping out in
here with some regularity.

"How do you get away with it?" | asked as we exited and started down another hallway.

"Get away with what?' She actudly batted her eyelashes. "We get away with agreat many things:
you will have to be more specific.”

" Seettle doen't strike me as being the sort of city that would support your organization.”

Once again she cut me off with asmple hand gesture. "First of dl, our clientele comes from many
places besides Sesttle. More than afew are from out of state. Some come from even farther away.

"Secondly, Fantasies is not the demesne's only source of income. But | believe you are mainly
wondering how we can operate so boldly with minimum scrutiny?*

| nodded.

"There are, of course, feminists and clergy and certain types of politicians, media crusaders, and
community leaderswho have initially disagreed with the Doman's business philosophies. Stefan makesit a
point to always meet with any concerned individuasto try to speedily resolve those concerns.”

"And once he has met with these concerned individuals,” | extrapolated, "looking deeply into their
eyes and explaining how unimportant or misguided their concernsredly are—those people leave and
forget that they ever had such concerns.”

Suki smiled. "As| have said, Mr. Csgthe: aquick study.”

Wewalked on.

The medicd facilitieswere small but quite extensive: smal in that they were set up to easily handle up
to three or four patients a any onetime and extensive in that every aspect of medica need imaginable



was provided for. None of the Doman's subjects would ever have to risk exposure by going out for
medical, eye or denta care. There was a private pharmacy for in-house prescriptions, therapy rooms,
even an MRI unit shared jointly by the medica and research labs. And so on.

"Who paysfor dl of this?' | asked. "Y ou're not funding thiskind of equipment with the kinds of tips
that line your dancers g-strings.”

"You'd be surprised a the amount of money that Fantasies generates,” she said. "But there are other
sources of income, aswell. The Doman himsdf has anumber of investments that he has managed over
severd humen lifetimes™

At that point we were passing through one of thelabs and ran into Dr. Mooncloud.

"Chrigl You'rejust the semi-vampire I've been looking for. | need to run afew quick tests. Open
your mouth.”

| looked at Suki. Shelooked at Mooncloud. "Y ou're the doctor,” Suki said.

"Here," Mooncloud said, poking a U-shaped lump of soft plastic in my mouth, "bite down on thisand
keep your mouth shut until | say otherwise.”

| obliged, fedling soft, warm goo mold around my teeth and gums. Therewas ahard, plastic straw set
between the upper and lower impressions that allowed me to breathe normally.

"Now up on the scales; | want another check on your weight and height.” The ever-ready clipboard
was dready in her hands. Next | was de-shirted, affixed with eectrodes, and ordered onto atreadmill for
afive-minute EKG run. The straw proved a more than adequate airway and the goo, now hardened,
didn't come out until | had my shirt back on.

"So what do we know, now, Doc, that we didn't know ten minutes ago?’ | asked.

"I'm compiling info for the big picture, Chris; | don't like to jJump to conclusions.” She studied her
clipboard. "But | think it's safe to say that your strength and stamina are il increasing and your swest
glands have elther shut down or are becoming unimportant to your body's cooling processes.”

"And the goo?"

"Dentd molds," Suki said. "I'm surethey'll prove helpful in checking the development of your fangs.”

"Or lack thereof," | muttered. "Nice stuff, though: it set in only ten minutes.”

"It actudly setsin aminute-and-a-half."

"Hmmm," Suki said, "I have afeding that you'l probably be taking denta impressonson adaily
bas's, now."

"Maybe hourly," Mooncloud agreed.

They both laughed.

| didn't dignify them with aresponse. Eventually the amusement subsided and my tour continued.

Therewas agreat deal more room underground, thanks to the knockers. Suki classified them as
mining boggarts from England, Wales, and Scotland, closdly related to the gnomes. Emigrating to the
Pacific Northwest, they entered into asymbiatic arrangement with the Doman. The diminutive tunnelers

had carved an immense space out of the bedrock: additiond living space; parking, recreationd facilities,
including poals, hot tubs, saunas, and a good-sized gym. There was aso adungeon.

Dungeon?
Wi, two dungeons, asit turned out. One which served as an extension of the demesne's private law

enforcement system. And the other—well, the other was an extension of the services provided by certain
roomsupgairs.

Rooms upgtairs?

Although Suki's explanation was brief and very generic, | wasabletofill in the blanks without too
much menta effort: progtitution. With avariety of kinks.



"So you have a pseudo-dungeon for those whose fantasies include alittle S-and-M?"

She shook her head. "Thereis nothing fake about the facilities. One of the strong suits of our
operation isthe absolute believakility of our ‘illusons.' "

"And the sex?Isit amulated or red ?"
"Fantasies provides anumber of servicesto its clientele, services which can aways be obtained
elsawhere," she said with bardly noticeable defensveness. "The differenceis, here, we guarantee safety

and satisfaction for al participants, quaity service and surroundings, and experiences that exceed
anything you would find anywhere d ="

An old excuse: if they didn't come here, they'd just go someplace else. And regulated prostitution, at
least, has some built-in medical safeguards. But. . .

"Vampire hookers?'
She shook her head. "With afew exceptions, most of our professionas are human.”
"And the exceptions?'

"Well, one exception, for example—since we are passing by the dungeon area—involvesthe CEO
for amgor conglomerate. He likes to come down here every so often and be whipped until his back
bleeds™"

| made aface. "He pays you to do that?'
"Hisfantasy is completed by having one of our proslick the blood from hiswounds."
"Soundslike Liz Bachman."

Suki muttered something low and indistinct that sounded suspicioudy like "very quick study,” then
said more audibly: "Do you see what a perfect exchange of servicesthisis? He even pays an exorbitant
amount of money for hisfantasy and considers himsdlf very lucky, indeed.” She studied my expression.
"Can you fault thelogic of such abarter?'

"Logicisapiss-poor way of evauating the worth of human interactions.”

"S0 you question such transactions on the basis of ethical or mord difficulties? No oneisredly
harmed. The act is completely consensual—demanded, in fact, by the client.”

"Consensud,” | said. "The Kevorkian defense.”

"Let'sgo back upgtairs.”

| waited until we had ridden the elevator and were wending our way through achain of offices before
returning to the topic.

"And the prodtitutes upstairs, the human ones. . ."

Sheturned to face me, her eyesintent on my face, on my words. Shewas quick, aswell.

" ... dothey know that they're working for the undead?" | finished.

The ensuing silence was astelling asthe words she findly uttered.

"The oneswho service usdo,” she said.

A young man of heroic proportions sat on the stage playing asyrinx: aset of multireed panpipes. His
only costume was alegther thong thet |eft very little to the imagination. Indeed, his shaggy hair, beard,
and consderable body hair provided more coverage than the wispy little bit of leather that was tied about
hiswaist. The portion of hisanatomy that drew the eye, however, was his forehead, where two small

horns projected through his dangling forelocks. In spite of dl this there was something vaguely familiar
about the man—if hewas, indeed, truly aman in the human sense.

The stage was equally stark, dressed only with the rock that the goatish musician sat upon, alarge
wicker basket at one end, and alonetree at the other.

Thetreelooked naturd and realistic—nothing like a prop tree of papier-méché and silk. Natura until
itstwo mgjor branches began moving in timeto the music, that is.



Fascinated, everyonein the main room stared as those two branches twisted and bobbed. And
rippled! And, astheir form flowed and flickered, the slvery bark became pearlescent and they became
limbs of adifferent agpect. The branches became arms, human arms.

Now aface was forming amid the leaves. The trunk began to writhe—bulging here, congtricting
there, al'so moving to the rhythm of the music—until it was ahuman torso. Of feminine aspect.

The remainder of the trunk split to become apair of shapely legs and suddenly the tree was gone,
replaced by a dancing nymph with aabaster skin and green hair. On closer examination, her green "hair"
turned out to be green leaves up above and green moss—well—in every other aspect she appeared fully
humen.

The Panish piper, seemingly obliviousto the transformation occurring behind him, began to turn
around. Instantly, the dancing woman turned back into atree. Thiswas greeted with laughter and
applause by the bar's patrons and more than afew whispers of "how'd she do that?'

"Holograms," stated avoiceto my left.

| turned and studied the occupants at the next table: an impossibly young, MBA-type wearing adark,
pin-stripe suit with ared power-tie and an older, rumpled salesman in brown dacks and a beige sports
coat with gravy stains on a necktie of indeterminate color.

"They're using some kind of holographic projector,” Power-tie was saying. Gravy-stains merely
grunted and continued to stare as the piper turned away and the tree became a dancing girl, once more.
"I reed about stuff likethisin Omni," Power-tie continued. "They project athree-dimensiona image over
the dancer to makeit look like she's changing into something e se.”" Gravy-stains grunted again and
continued to stare at the girl, apparently fascinated by the tree-woman's burl-like formations.

| turned back to Suki. " So, is Junior-Achievement correct?’ | nodded at the dancing nymph:
"Holograms?' It wasthe first question | had asked since Suki had dropped her little bombshell nearly a
haf hour before.

She amirked. " Fantasies employsavast array of specia effectsand it isagainst company policy to
divulge any of our secrets.”

It was anon-answer, but | hardly noticed. My mind was till on the follow-up questionsthat | hadn't
asked, nearly ahaf-hour before. Like: what kind of "services' do the living perform for the dead? My
imagination wisdly refused to theorize,

The dance continued with the piper making occasiond attempts to look behind him and the dancing
woman reverting back to an arbored state each time.

The next question beckoned: how did the Doman guarantee the secrets of his demesneif these
humans were alowed to come and go? The obvious answer was that he couldn't. So, assuming the
best—that there wasn't a constant turnover in staff and those who occupied the rooms upstairs were
long-term occupants—that <till meant the prostitutes had to be virtua prisoners.

With no likely hope of parole.

Asl| sat there and watched the "entertainment,” | found mysalf getting more and more upset. Or
maybe upset wasn't the right word—more like something between agitated and uncomfortable. It wasa
feeling that was both emationd and physical.

Now the top of the basket popped off and a dender, brown arm rose from the opening like a sinuous
snake. The pipe music changed from a pastord tune to something with aMiddle Eastern flavor asa
second arm twined the air beside thefirst. A head appeared. Long, cod-black hair framed adark face
with brown, sensuous features. As she continued to rise from the basket, little details began to catch my
attention. Her fingers were tipped with long, clawlike nails. Her eyes were golden and dit-pupiled like
those of acat or snake. She wore nothing but brief wisps of snakeskin. Here and there her dark, lustrous
flesh was overlaid with patches of black, brown, and golden scalesin banded patterns, most noticeably
about her wrigts, throat, shoulders, and ribs. As she reached the point where she might have stepped



over the basket's brim, the scales returned in greater form, flowing from the hipline to curve acrossthe
nether region of her belly like the drooping waistline of an incredibly tight lesther dress.

Except it was no dress. As she continued to rise from the basket, the lower portion of her torso
eschewed human legs and continued asthe trunk of agreat serpent.

"Holograms" Power-tie muttered off to my left.

| tore my eyes from the undul ating snake-woman and stared at Suki. "A dryad and andga." | shook
my head. "Makeup, maybe. Contact lenses, possibly. Smoke and mirrors, perhaps. . . ."

Shegniled. "Holograms™

"Bullshit. No color smears. No perspective shifts. No diffuson medium. They'rered, aren't they?'
Even with everything that I'd aready seen, | was Sill resisting afundamental acceptance of this new twist
onredlity.

She nodded, her smile broadening.

"Y eah, yeah, don't say it: aquick study.” | considered the piper again. "What about Goat Boy? |
don't see anything that couldn't be explained by alittle old-fashioned theatrica makeup.”

"Damienisonly playing the part of the god Pan. We don't have any red satyrs on staff.”

| blinked. And looked again. Sure enough, the piper was our handsome dinner companion of a
couple of hours before, now made up to look like amythica faun on seroids.

"S0, he's human.”

"Washuman."

"Vampire?' | asked and then chorused: "A quick study,” aong with my tour guide.

"| told you that there was a good reason to prefer the term 'exotic' dancer,” she added.

"What about Deirdre? Where's she?"

"She'snot here" Suki said, looking alittle surprised.

"Isshe human?'

"Oh, yes"" Sheamiled sadly. "Very."

Surprised me. "Okay, okay." | looked around the bar area, watching the customers stare wide-eyed

and open-mouthed. Now | understood how upscale and low-brow could go hand in hand. "The
cusomersal look human.”

"Of coursethey dl look human: most of them are. Asfor the onesthat aren't—if they didn't look
human they wouldn't be dlowed in the bar. Unlessthey posed as entertainment.”

"What about the knockers?"

"We don't serve miners.”

| ignored that. "Are we done here?"

She chuckled. "Soon. | think you should watch for afew more minutes, though.”

Why not? | had nothing else to do before sunrise. Still, | found the task dightly irritating. | was no
voyeur. Even though Fantasies had al the trappings of atrendy, upscale nightclub, a part of mefelt that |
should be wearing agrimy raincoat with the collar turned up.

Watching the undulations of ripe, feminine flesh was unsettling.
Why?
Because these women weren't redly human?

Or because it had been ayear since I'd had any kind of sex outside of a couple of pathetic wet
dreams?

Or both?
| felt mysalf growing edgy, tense. | found it hard to St till in my seet. Unaccountably, | was



perspiring!
Suki laid her cool hand atop my hot, feverish one.
"Now itistimefor usto go," shesaid.

Suki did not speak until we were back at Dr. Mooncloud'slab. It wasjust aswell asit wastaking all
of my concentration to just put one foot in front of the other. | felt asif | was suffering from the worst
case of prigpism imaginable and yet there seemed preciousllittle physica evidence to support that belief.
Still, my body was throbbing with an overpowering need—aneed akin to hunger.

| sat, hunched over in misery on the examining table while Suki and the doctor engaged in a
whispered conversation. The next thing | knew there were two needlesin my arm, one with blood
coming out and the other with something going in. When one ampule was full and the other empty, the
needles were removed and | was handed two plastic cups.

"Two urine samples?'
Mooncloud shook her head. "One."
"What's the second cup for?"

She handed me amagazine that proclaimed its devotion to men'sissues with photographs primarily
devoted to women without clothing.
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She pointed me toward the closet-szed restroom on the other sde of the examination area. "Don't
comeout until you have samples of both."

It took awhile: | had to read two articles and the movie review section while | waited for the urine
sample.

"It'sgetting late," Suki said as| tried to exit the lab without a noticegble limp. It was, in fact, getting
on toward sunrise. "1 know | promised to introduce you to the dancers, but I'm afraid I'm running short
ontime"

"It'sokay."

"| took the liberty of cdling down and telling them you might stop by to say hdllo. Y ou know where
the dressng roomis”

Sure.

Like I'm redlly going to wander in there by mysdlf and say: Howdy, girls; I'm abig fan of nude
interpretive dance? By the way, nice buttocks?

Get redl.

"I think I'll passaswdll," | said, faking ayawn. "'I'm pretty bushed."

"Wl then, I'll be saying goodnight,” she said, offering a polite oriental bow.

| reciprocated, hoping | didn't look as uncomfortable straightening up as| felt. "Goodnight.”
"Y ou know the way back to your room?"

| nodded.

"See you tomorrow."

| waved and lurched off down the corridor. Actudly | was wide awake and still orbiting aworld of
hurt. Going to bed was not at the top of my priority list but privacy was.

Back in my room | refilled the tub and turned on the whirlpool jets. It didn't help.
What | more likely needed was a cold shower.

What | ended up settling for was retiring with a copy of Nietzsche's Ecce Homo that | had palmed
during my tour through thelibrary.

It was agood two hours past sunrise (according to my new, interna clock) before | findly fell adeep
inmy new bed, in my new room, in my new prison.



Chapter Six

| count backwards and dream of fire.
Then | wakeuponice...no....
>What isit?

A table. Metd. Cold asice.

I'm lying down and the metal surfaceis an efficient heat-aink that sucks al vestiges of warmth from
my shoulders, back, buttocks, and legs.

| want to move, to seek warmth and yielding softness, but my body is cold and unresponsive. | am
weak and tired and cold . . . so cold!

There are voices nearby. Overlaid by the high-pitched whine of . . . something. . . .
>What does it sound like?

Likeadentist'sdrill. Only not thesame. . . .

>\What do you see?

| force my eyesopen and see. . . nothing. Dim whiteness. Something over my face. Damn, I'm cold!
>Do you know why you're cold?

Metal table. No clothes. Just a sheet. The sheet isover my face.

>Can you remove the sheet?

Cold: getting the shakes. Hands gripping the sdes of the table. Can't ssemto let go.
Hungry/Thirgy.

Stomach cramping.

Unh. Trying to St up.

>Can you do it?

Yes

>\What do you see?

Nothing. Sheet still over my face. Hear better, though.

>What do you hear?

The whine has stopped. | hear the voices clearly, now.

>\What are they saying?

Thewoman is saying: "Eddie, don't be afraid. They do that sometimes.”

The man issaying: "What you mean they do that sometimes?’ He sounds upset.

Thewoman says. " Sometimes amuscle contraction as rigor mortis setsin. Sometimesthe differentia
inar pressurein thelungs: sncetheair is cooler in the morgue—"

| reach up and pull the sheet from my face. | turn my head and look at ablack man wearing



coverdls, leaning on a pushbroom. The black man says. " Shit, don't tell me they sometimes do that, too?"

Heistaking to awhite woman wearing a soiled green surgical smock. Sheis standing next to another
metd table, holding asmdll, dectric circular saw. She dropsit and screams.

The man shakes hishead and says. "Didn't think so."

The woman is stcumbling around the other table, trying to get behind it. And.. . . and. . .
>What? What is it?

Oh God! Oh Jesus! Oh please!

>What isit? What do you see?

Oh ghit oh shit oh shi-it!

>Tell me what you see!

It's Jenny oh Jesusit's Jenny! And she'sdl torn up!

>Goddamn it! | should've seen this coming!

>Chrigl Listen to me! I'mgoing to count to three! Do you hear me?

>Dammit! Suki, Lupé; help me hold him!

>Chris! I'm going to count to three and when | say three, you will wake up! You will be awake

and calm and none of thiswill be anything but a dim memory! You will awake and feel nothing but
calm and refreshed! Do you under stand?

Wheres Kirgen? Where is my baby? What did they do to my little girl?

>Chris! I'm counting now! One!

What isthat? Get out of my way! | want to see—

>Two!

Oh Jesus! What did they dooooo—

>THREE—

| wiped a my eyes. Studied the moisture on my fingertips, the ache down deep insde. "' So what
happened?’ | asked, bresking the strained silence in the examination room. "Did you get anything?'

Dr. Mooncloud shook her head. "I regressed you back to the hospital, ayear ago. But it looks like
well have to go back alittle further to get what we need.” Her expression was a study in nonchalance.

"Sometimes hypnotism did odges repressed memories after the session isover. Can you remember
anything more, now?'

| tried. And for amoment therewas . . . something.

Then it wasgone agan.

"I remember crossing the Oklahoma/K ansas border. | remember getting off U.S. 69 and going north
on State 7. After that—waking up in the hospita.”

Lupé Garou, ensconced in awheelchair, maneuvered closer. "Y ou remember waking up there?'

| shrugged. "1 woke up alot: | wasin and out of consciousness for most of aweek." | shook my
head. "I'm told thefirst time | regained consciousness was downgtairs in the morgue after mistakenly
being pronounced DOA. Someone said | scared the begezus out of the pathologist and a custodian.”
Garou, Mooncloud, and my tour guide of the previous night looked distinctly uncomfortable so | tried a
smile. "Now that's something | wish | could remember. I'll bet there was awholelot & shakin' goin' on!™

Lupé turned away. The expressions on Mooncloud and Suki's faces suggested something
uncomfortable. "What?' | asked.

"So," Mooncloud said, consulting her notes, "you were headed north on State 7.
| nodded. "I can remember thinking about stopping for lunch, but we had just passed Scammon.”
"Scammon?’



| rubbed my eyesagain. "Tiny little town, but they've got thiswonderful restaurant called 'Joses . . .
but | wasn't sure they were open that early intheday. . . ."

"So then you turned east on 103." She was looking at amap of Kansas recently torn from aroad
atlas and hastily taped to the wall.

| shrugged. "1 must have, given that the accident report puts me at the other end. But | don't
remember.”

"Y ou passed through Weir, Kansas."

"l don't know." An edge had crept into my voice a the mention of Weir. "I must have. But. |. Dontt.
Remember."

"The accident occurred at the other end of 103 where you were attempting to rgoin US 69 North."

"Yeah. Yeah. That'swhat the copstold me." | hopped down from the examination table. "But other
than what everyone e se has said about where | must have been and what | must have done, | remember
nothing! Nada! Zilch! Zero! End of report!” | walked up to Dr. Mooncloud, trying to arrange my face
into an intimidating glower. " Are we done here?'

Shesghed. "So much for feding calm and refreshed.”

"What?"

She snapped the cover down on her clipboard. "Go. But | want you back here in two hours.”
"Fine" | saked out.

Lupé caught up with me a the elevator. "' So, where are you going now?"

"Nowhere. Fast."

"My, what atemper we have today." The sarcasm sounded forced.

"You'reoneto talk."

She grinned unexpectedly. " Speaking of temper, | hear you pulled the Doman'stail last night.”
| looked @t her. "He hasatal?'

"Figure of gpeech, Csgjthe.” The amile transformed her. While her features would never win beauty
contests, there was something appealing in the clean, bold lines and planes of her face. "So what's your
problem?"

| glared at her, more in annoyance, now, than genuine anger. "If | haveto explain it to you—"

"Y eah, yeah; lifésabitch and then you die," she said. "Only you didn't die. Not permanently,
anyway's, so you got no kick there. No way you could go on living the way you were, so count yoursalf
lucky we rescued your sorry butt from the New Y ork fangs. Now you're here and, as one of the
Magters, your life will be gravy. Relax, enjoy; you're a the top of the food chain, now."

"Maybe don't like having my decisons made for me,” | groused. "Maybe | prefer my guest
invitationsto include voluntary RSV Ps. Maybe | want to live my life—or my unlife—free."

The amileturned rueful. "No oneredly livesfree, Csgthe.”

"Okay," | said, fighting my own urgeto smile, "chegp. | want to live cheap.”

"WEell, | hope you do not plan any foolishness such as running away. I've retrieved you once. | do not
wish to be sent out to hunt your sorry assagain.”

"Y ou and me both, Buttercup.”

The devator arrived and we got on. | gave Hinzelmann my floor and the lift started up. Lupé cleared
her throat. "I'm headed back to my room to change. Then, down to the pool. Physicd therapy.” Her
gmilewasfainter thistime. "Want to come down and help meinto the water?"

| didn't know what had nudged her into the defrost cycle, but I'd be afool to pass up a potentid aly.
And any distraction was better than going down to the bar and ogling the dancers again. | nodded: "I'll
meet you therein, say, twenty minutes?”



"It'sadate.

Now there was an unnerving turn of phrase, | mused, exiting the elevator. | headed down the
corridor and turned toward my quarters. Even more unnerving was the sight of Elizabeth Bachman
tapping a my door as| rounded the corner.

"Oh, thereyou arel"

"Herel am," | agreed as she moved aside so | could open the door.

"May | comein?'

"Well, I'm just ducking in to change and then | have to meet someone."”

"l won't get in your way. | promise.”

Damn straight, | thought, holding the door as she entered. "Make yourself comfortable.” | closed
the outer door and headed for the bedroom.

"Who are you meeting?' she caled from the living room as | rummaged through my dresser for apair
of svimming trunks.

"Ms. Garou." The Doman had been generousin providing for my sartoria needs. | was having to
practicaly burrow through drawersfilled with clothing.

"Why?"

The question irritated me. Pushy women irritated me. Of course, everything seemed to beirritating
methese days. "Were having an affair.”

She seemed to take the jibe serioudly. "That's not funny.”

"Oh? And why not?' | heard a sound behind me and whirled around. Therewas acat lying in the
middle of my bed, watching me with wide golden eyes.

"It'sunnatura . Do you need any help back there?

"Not yet," | caled back. Now what in the hell would Bachman consider unnatura? Monogamy? The
missionary position? "What's unnatura ?' | stared back at the cat.

"She'sawolf." Bachman'svoiceindicated her logic was inescapable.

Except it escaped me for the moment. "And?" The cat was a sable brown shorthair. Burmese, most
likely. Except thet it had two tails. Non-standard in the Burmese breed. Or any other, for that matter.

"We are the Magters, darling. We command the other creatures of the night. The bat, the rat, the
wolf—they are our servants.”

Apparently immortdity did not guarantee the long perspective on prgjudice. " So, isthis bigotry based
on classdigtinctions or racid purity?' | walked over to the bed and scratched the cat behind the ears. It
purred.

Bachman didn't. "Y ou have much to learn, my dear.”

"No doubt we dl have." | went to the closet and started through the folded stacks of clothing on the
upper shelves.

"I'm sorry, | didn't come hereto fight with you," she called in amilder tone of voice.

Yeah? And just what did you come here for? No swimming trunks. | went back to the drawer that
held severd pairs of shortsto look for a substitute.

"l just want to help you assimilate into our world. And we do need to talk about your occupational
dtudtion. .. ."

Ah, yes. How had she put it the night before? My position. . . . | selected alikely looking pair of
shorts and dropped my pants.

"Oh," shesad. "Let mehelp you!"

| looked up to see her standing in the bedroom doorway. "If you redly want to help,” | growled, "you
can go find me some swimming trunks."



"Swimming—?" This made two times|'d put her off balance in as many minutes.

"I'm going down to the pool and get alittle exercise.” | stepped into the shorts and tried to pull them
up likel wasn'tin afrantic hurry.

Her hand came up to her mouth and her eyes narrowed. Then the cat merrowed on the bed behind
me and Bachman's eyes shifted, widened, and narrowed again.

"My," she said with anew tone of civility, "what alovely pussy you have on your bed." She backed
through the doorway. "I redly must be going. | wouldn't want to make you late for your . . . swim.”

And with that, she was gone.

| turned and looked back at the cat. It stretched languidly then lay back down and began licking a
forepaw.

Beforel left, | rummaged through my newly stocked kitchenette and rewarded it with a saucer of
milk.

The pool areawas severd stories below the street level of Seattle and divided into several pools of
varying sizes, including three hot tubs set into the stone floor.

One of the whirlpoolswas occupied by the drop-dead gorgeous redhead that had sat at the Doman's
table with Damien. Strangely, Damien was there with her but, instead of sharing the bubbling hot tub with
her, he wore ajogging suit and sat in adeck chair just next to it so they could still be together without
actualy—well—being together.

| discreetly nodded in their direction. "What's that al about?!

Lupélooked over and smiled awistful smile. "They'rein love." That wasn't what | was asking but she
changed the subject as | whedled her past the deep end of the largest pool. "Tomorrow I'll be out of this
thing and walking with acane.”

"Seemsalittle soon."

She shook her head. "Oh no, not for alycanthrope. We heal very quickly. And that's certainly handy
in both of my professons.”

"And what professions are those?"

"Well, the movies, for one. | do freglance stunt work down in Hollywood and on location shoots.”

"Redly?'

"I've had thetraining. I'm agile and athletic. And, more importantly, if something goeswrong, | can
survive gagsthat would kill any other norma human being.”

"Industry dang: stunts or specia effectsinvolving stunt doublesfor the actors.”
"Logical. Since you know you've got a better chance of surviving, doesit ever make you careless?!

"No. It il hurtsif you screw up. And you have to be even more careful lest the hospital X-raysyou
with abroken neck and then you're up and walking around in afew days. | actualy find that, since |
know my surviva is practically assured under most circumstances, I'm less likely to clutch or suffer a
migtiming out of fear."

We reached the shallow end and | set the wheelbrake on her chair.
"And your other job?" | asked as we undid the sashes on our robes.
"Long-range retrieva and enforcement for the Seettle demesne.”

She shrugged off her robe and | tried not to stare. Her suit was awhite one-piece that contrasted
nicey with her dark skin. Although her figure lacked the architectura extremesthat the Doman's dancers
had displayed the previous night, she had alean, muscled physique that seemed every bit asdistracting.

"Which isaeuphemism for what?' My voice hardly squesked at dl.
"Finding peoplelike you and bringing them in." She unlatched the right arm support on her whed chair



and swung it down and out of the way.
"| thought half the uproar was because there are no people like me."
She hed up her arms. "I'm beginning to think so, too."
| let that one passas| bent down and lifted her out of the chair.

Thistime there was no car crash, no pumping adrenaine, no gathering crowd to distract me: even
with augmented strength, | could tell that Lupé wasn't light. In fact, she was darned heavy for awoman
her size. Not that there was anything wrong with her size: | stand six-feet-two in my stocking feet and I've
aways preferred tall, long-limbed women. Jenny had been the only exception—

"What'swrong?'

| blinked. "What?'

"Am | too heavy?Y ou suddenly looked very unhappy.”
"Not unhappy,” | lied, "just thoughtful "

"About what?' One brown arm remained around my neck, the other hand turned my faceto look at
her. "l am too heavy, aren't |? That's what you're thinking about."

"Not too heavy," | said, shrugging my shoulders and rehefting her in my arms. "It's just been awhile
gncel hdd anyonelikethis"

"Oh. Oh, | see" Her eyes said that she did, indeed, see. "Wadll, there's no need for you to pretend
chivdroudy: | am heavier than | look. Therésareason for it.”

"Muscletissueis denser than body fat,” | said. "A woman in your shape should weigh more—" |
suddenly redlized that | was just standing there, holding her in my arms, and making no move toward the

pool.
Wasit happening again? | was aware of an odd discomfort at her nearness, a physiological response
that seemed to be building as| held her inmy arms. . . .

But it wasn't quite the same as my reaction to the dancersthe night before.
"Nicetry, but it's more than a matter of muscle to body fat ratios,”" she said.
"Okay, | give. What'syour secret?'

"Tg saysit has something to do with the shapeshifting/mass paradox.”

| forced my legsto move and took her over to the shalow end of the pool. "Ah, of courseit does.” |
dipped my toein the water. It felt warm.

"Yeah?Wdl, we don't understand it aswell as you pretend to. Vampires and lycanthropes present
opposite ends of the same problem: neither group tends to weigh what their body mass would indicate.
Werestend to be heavier than the norm for their size, whether in human or animal form. And our mass
seemsto shift dong with our changein form: we lose it and then regain it inexplicably. Our resident
physicist isgoing nutstrying to figure out how it can be possible without negating half adozen laws of
redity."

A series of hdf-circle steps descended into the pool and | began wading down into the water. | take
it that vampires tend to weigh less than a human their size should?' She nodded. " And what about mass
when they turn into bats?'

She snorted. "Oh, you've been watching too many horror movies. Vampires can't turn into bats”
"They can't?'

She shook her head.

"Huge, batlike creatures, then?"

She shook her head again.

"Wolves?'

"Nom,"



"Mig?"

"Look a me," shewarbled, "I'm as helplessasakittenup atree. . . ."

Errol Garner was probably spinning in hisgrave. "No mist, huh?'

"Huhruh."

"Well, dammit, what can | turninto?'

"Y ou could dwayswak around the corner and turn into a convenience store or something.”

"Bugger. If | can't shgpeshift, what's the point of being undead?’ | wasin up to my waist, now.
Reuctantly, | lowered her into the water. "I wasredly looking forward to being ableto fly."

"Oh, you'll be able to do the next best thing,” she said. And then ducked beneath the water.

"Next best thing?' | asked when she came back up for air aminute later.

She pulled her hair back into asilky black cable that dribbled water between her shoulderblades.
"Did you ever wonder why vampiresfancy al those caped outfits?"

"Wdl—"

"Hang-gliding!" shelaughed.

| just looked at her.

"Serioudy. A vampire's mass and weight are such that a couple of square yards of fabric, the proper

tailoring, and agood breeze occasiondly assisted by elevation of acastle parapet or a second story
window—well, alot of folkswould swear afterwards that they saw you flying.”

"A few might even swear that you turned into agiant batlike cresture,” | mused.

"| think you get the picture.” She submerged again, surfaced by one of the ladders dong the side, and
began swimming laps back and forth across the width of the pool.

Interesting.
| stood and watched, enjoying the warmth of the water asit swirled around the lower half of my

body, enjoying the flash of toned arms and legs cutting the water before me. For amoment | was
tempted to join her, to try to match her, lap for lap.

But | wastired. New nightmares seemed to be replacing the old and | hadn't dept soundly in my new
bed. Thewater seemed to sap my strength further, itswarmth making me surprisingly drowsy. | moved
to the side of the pool and hoisted mysdlf up and ouit.

The cooler air quickly revived me and | walked down to the diving board at the deep end of the

pool. The board was only a couple of meters above the surface of the water, which wasjust aswell, as|
hadn't gone off any high-boards since those long-gone college years.

Asl| climbed the short ladder | looked up and saw Bachman in the observation galery, one story up.
She smiled so | waved. It wasn't much of awave, but then it hadn't been much of aamile, either.

Jackknife? Backflip? | walked to the end of the board and decided to make thefirst dive an
ordinary, head-first, try-not-to-miss-the-water affair. After I'd gotten the fedl of the board, not to mention
my own reflexes, 1'd try something fancier.

The board was unresponsive. Or maybe it was my reduced mass that made it seem tiff and
unyieding. In any event, | was dightly off balance and | cut the water more like a spatula than aknife,
Warmth enveloped me again and | did down through its enfolding weightiness until 1 touched bottom.

And there | stayed.

| had dways required extra poundage on my weight-belt when | went scubadiving, so | figured my
reduced weight and mass would make me even more buoyant now.

| figured wrong.

| reached for the surface, scooping at the water with my hands and kicking off the bottom. | barely
moved.



Thiswas not good: | hadn't taken a particularly deep bresth going in and dready my lungswere
requesting more air. Panic was kick-gtarting my adrend glands and riding them around my body likea
couple of circus motorcyclesin around steel cage. | started scrabbling at the water like a marionette on
rubber strings.

No good.
Fatigue eventudly overpowered my hysteria, bringing the tranquility of exhaugtion. Findly, | just
stood there on the bottom of the pooal, in the middle of the deep end, and looked around.

| could make out afrothy line of churning water off in the murk toward the shallow end. | wondered
how long it would take Lupé to notice | was gone.

Think, dammit! My lungswere on fire and my vison was sarting to fuzz around the edges.

Walk! | could walk up to the shallow end of the pool! But afew bouncing steps brought meto a
steep incline that was too dippery to negotiate. | looked around. It was getting harder to see: the light
seemed dimmer, now.

There! Maybe ten feet away. . . .

| turned, angling toward the side of the pool and moving farther into the deep end, again. Walking
was difficult: | had to reach out and claw at the water asif tunneling through gelatin and bounce off my
toes and the balls of my feet. The result was adow-motion gait that belonged in an old, fifties,
men-on-the-moon sci-fi movie.

Sowly, | turned; step by step, inch by inch. . . .

By thetime | reached theside | couldn't seeanything at al. | had to fed my way along likeablind
man searching for the opening in awall. Except | wasn't searching for awindow or adoor.

My chest bucked and heaved, trying to draw air into my aching lungs. despite al conscious
resstance, | knew | would be breathing water in lessthan aminute. Trying to concentrate past the fear, |
stood on tiptoes and bounced.

Nothing.

Move down afoot and try again.
Just flat, smooth concrete.
Maybeit's out of reach.

Try agan.

Can'teventdl if | jumped that time.
FedslikeI'm dissolving: legsturning to water.
Hard to keep arms above my head.
Jump.

Something there.

My hand closed on arung.

| had found the ladder.

Asl| pulled myself up and out of the water, Elizabeth Bachman leaned down. "Now you know why
vampires don't like to cross running water." The brown cat with the two tails was crouched benegth a
deck chair some ten feet behind her, watching me with wide, golden eyes. | turned my head and
observed Lupé still swimming back and forth across the middie of the pooal.

"Thanks. . . for sounding . . . thedarm,” | gasped.

She amirked. "I wanted to seeif you could make it out on your own."

"Andagood. . . thing, too." | used thelooping railings on the ladder to pull myself upright. "If you
had . ..rescued me. .. | would have. .. beenforever . .. inyour debt."

It was obvious from the expression on her face that she hadn't thought of that.



| stayed in the pool for awhile longer.

My philosophy tends toward the idea of getting right back up on the horse that throws you. Buit |
stayed in the shalow end because my philosophy doesn't include confusing nerve with stupidity.

Besides, | wanted to wait until my legs stopped shaking before trying to walk out in front of Garou
and Bachman.

Whilel experimented with my newfound lack of buoyancy, | watched Damien quit the hot tub area
and moveto arack of weights near the far sde of the shallow end. He removed his swests, stripping
downto apair of gym shorts, and started in on a series of stretches and warm-up exercises. It was hard
not to stare: Schwarzenegger and Stallone had better physiques, but you could only come to that
conclusion after thinking about it for awhile. And, in regardsto everything el se, the vampire was better
looking.

"Y ou continue to surprise me," Lupé said as she steered her wheechair beside the edge of the pool.
"I would've expected you to be the type to stare at Deirdre, instead.”

| looked down a my own body. "I think I'm jealous."

"Y eah, metoo." She put her handsto her bosom. "He's got more cleavage than | do."

"That," | said, "isanear sted from Groucho Marx."

Her amileturned into alook of confusion. "Gottago,” she said, putting her hands to the secondary
whed rims.

"Hold on, I'll take you back."

"No. | need the exercise." Sheflexed her arms. "Good for the shoulders and the pecs.” Sheflexed
her smile and rolled awvay with an unseemly degree of haste.

Bachman was aready gone, o | climbed out and fetched my towel. Drying off, | wandered over to
theweight area.

"Youliketo lift?" the vampire asked affably as| gpproached.

| shook my head. "Not asarule. But now that I'm starting anew life, | probably should be starting
some new habits." | looked over various sized weights. "How long doesit take to build abody like
yours?'

He grinned. "About forty years."

"What?"

He eased the barbell back down to thefloor. "I wasn't dways into body building. | only started about
forty years ago. And then your progressis determined by three things.”

"Which are?" | picked up apair of hand weightsthat felt light enough for abeginner'sworkout. |
began a set of arm curls.

"Genetic predisposition, the frequency and intengity of your workout routines, and whether you're
diveor undead."

"| follow you on thefirgt two," | said. "I'm not sure about the last one.”

"Weight training involvesincreasing muscle mass by bresking it down, first." He did acouple more
metal platesto the ends of hisbarbell. "Y ou lift weights, which stirain the muscle fibers and bresk them
down so that the body replaces them with greater muscle mass.

"But once you become undead,” he grunted, hefting the bar up to his chin, "your muscle tissues
change, become denser, less susceptible to the breakdown process.” The bar rose past hisfaceto its
straight-armed zenith above hishead. ™Y ou can lift greater weights, but your body becomes more
resistant to change—even positive change.”

Asthe bar came back down, | counted the weights and did alittle smple arithmetic. Damien was
cleaning and pressing four hundred pounds.

"Hello, Mr. Csgthe," said anew voice. "How do you like our accommodations?' It was Deirdre, il



dripping from the hot tub. Gowned and coiffed the night before, she had been area head-turner. Up
close, wet, and nearly naked in turquoise string bikini, she was devagtating. | felt my swimming trunks
ghrink abit.

"It'sdl rather new tome," | sammered.

"Wadl, the Doman triesto provide uswith the best and the people here are very friendly. Aren't they,
my love?' Sheran adim hand across Damien'sdark jaw as he lowered the weights to the floor.

He grinned and took her hand in his, kissngit.

"I'm going in for about ten minutes of steam and then I'll be ready to go back up,” she said. "How
about you?'

"| should be done by then."

She smiled and walked away, moving like atwenty-three jewe Swisswatch as she headed toward
the steam room.

"l don't wish to contradict her,” Damien said fondly, "but to Deirdre, everyone seemsfriendly.”
"l canseewhy," | said.

"Not just for her looks, but for her personality, aswell. 'What is beautiful is good and who is good
will soon be beautiful.' ™

Damn! Hewasn't only good looking and charming, he read Sappho, aswell!

And then | noticed that | had miscal culated the numbers on the weightswe were using. The
dumbbellsthat | had assumed were merely ten pounds were actudly ten kilograms. That meant | was
curling close to twenty-five pounds in each hand with no effort. And the plates| had assumed to weigh
four hundred pounds on Damien's barbell were more than double that amount.

| devoutly hoped that he wasn't the jealoustype.

Chapter Seven

Three.

| opened my eyes. Looked up at Dr. Mooncloud's face. Pagel ovitch was hovering nearby.
"How do you fed ?"

"Cam and refreshed,” | said. She gave me an odd look and | sat up. "So what did we learn?”
"Nothing, redly."

"Dr. Mooncloud regressed you to the last twenty minutes leading up the accident,” Pagelovitch
elaborated. "We werelooking for causal evidence that might link the accident to your condition.”

"And?' | looked at Mooncloud who was flipping through her notes and then back at the Doman.

"Nothing evident," he said. "Y ou had aheadache. Y ou stopped in Weir for aspirin. Shortly thereafter
you fell adeep at thewhed."

"Or passed out." This contribution came from Suki, who had returned to her post by the examination
room's door.



"I've got something here. . . ." Mooncloud dipped afinger between two pages and flipped back
through the note pad. "' A few moments ago you were saying that you wanted to reach Frontenac before
sundown, but that it was going to be close.”

"Yeah, 207
"Confirmed by the accident report filed by the county mounties.”
"Significance, Doctor?' the Doman coached.

"W, during our previous session, Mr. Csgjthe made a comment about wanting to stop for lunch. . .
. Lupé, hand me the map."

Garou, her hair still damp from her swim, maneuvered her chair between usto deliver the Kansas
state road map.

"See? Herel" Mooncloud's finger stabbed at the southeast corner. ™Y ou would have driven only two
more miles, once you passed Scammon, before you had to turn east onto 103. Then, three miles east to
hit Weir and another four miles past Welr to hit Highway 69. No more than nine milesto cover from the
time you were thinking about stopping for lunch to the time of the accident.”

The Doman studied the map. "So?"

"Well, look here," she said. "Frontenac isjust twelve miles up the highway from the point of the
accident."

"So why would he be worried about besting the sunset?" Pagel ovitch concluded.

| considered the numbers. " Somewhere, dong that seven mile stretch of 103, | lost severd hours.
Timel can't account for."

"Perhaps your amnesiais more than a post-traumatic effect of the accident,” Mooncloud said.
"Perhaps your amnesawas in place before the accident.”

" 'The Interrupted Journey,' " Suki observed.

"Y ou said something about an old man," the Doman said suddenly.

"l did?"

"No," Mooncloud said. " You didn't say it: under hypnosis, you reported that your wifesaid it.”" She

skimmed a couple of pages of shorthand notes. "Hereit is. She said: I hope that old man isgoing to be
al right.' Ring any bells?'

Not directly. "No." But suddenly | recalled the white face in the rear window of the antique
Duesenberg the night beforelast. A facethat | had never seen before and yet it persisted in my memory
like something digturbingly familiar.

It was the face of an old man.

The cat dogged me dmost everywhere | went.

| asked around, but no one would admit to owning the creature or knowing who did. It had to be a
conspiracy: acat with two tails doesn't exactly lend itself to anonymity.

"Isit bothering you?" Suki asked on one of the occasionsthat it wasn't around.

"No, not redly,” | answered. "Although an anima with two tailsisabit unnerving. And | can't help
wondering why it's attached itself to me."

"Maybeit likesyou. Y ou look like you'd be acat person.”

"Great," | muttered as she walked away with afaintly catlike stride of her own. "From bat person to
cat person.”

But, dl indl, | didn't realy mind that much. Now that | was afresk, mysdlf, it seemed comfortable
having another freak around to kegp me company. Evenif it wasonly acat.

If itwasonly acat.



If no one was going to tell me, then perhaps | could find out on my own. | popped out of bed the
following night, threw on some clothes, poured another saucer of milk for my feline roommate, and
headed straight for the Doman'slibrary.

It was aready occupied.

Damien looked up from one of the computer consolestied to outside on-line services. " Chris, what a
coincidencel Wewere just talking about you."

Deirdre poked her head out from behind one of the free-standing bookshelves. "Hello, Chris!”

| smiled. "And why am | sointeresting?”

"Wdl, Deirdre has her own reasons," Damien sad, "but, come over here and I'll show you mine." |
walked over to the console and he motioned meinto a seet. "1've been assigned to monitor the newsin
your area as afollow-up to your disappearance. The remains found in the fire are assumed to be yours

and the case is pretty much closed. But, ook here. . . ." He tapped a series of keystrokes and brought
another file up on the monitor.

"Desaths and disappearances,” he continued, scrolling the text up the screen. "Mysterious desths and
disappearances, that is."

"What about them?"

"I've been checking every police station and newspaper office within ninety miles of your home. I've
culled dl the funerd notices, accidents, and homicides, eiminating the ones where the withesses or
circumstances identified the assailant or iminated the supernaturd .”

llArﬂ?l

He held up ahand. "I backtracked to the time your blood samples | eft the local hospitdl and were
shipped to three independent labs for analysis. Since the New Y ork team showed up at your doorstep
the same night oursdid, it'sagood guessthat theinitia test results flagged their database s multaneoudy
with ours. Theré's aso the matter of that break-in and homicide at the Joplin hospital. One of your
sampleswas routed there and isnow missing.”

"l guess as badly asthey wanted me, they were more concerned about destroying evidence of my
condition,” | said.

"Maybe. Except theinitid tests had aready been run and the break-in and theft would only call more
atention to it. They covered that, somewhat, by smashing other samples and scattering files, but your
records and sample seem to be the only onesthat are actually missing. So, these guys are doppy. But
there isa pattern here that goes beyond mere doppiness.”

"What do you mean?"

"Look. . .." Hebrought up another menu on the screen and selected a number. Maps of Kansas,
Missouri, Oklahoma, and Arkansas appeared and conjoined. He executed a series of keystrokes and
brought the computer's mouse into play: the maps were enlarged until the Kansas/Missouri border took
up most of the display. "Here's the hospital break-in where the night nurse was murdered,” he said, using
the mouse to plant an electronic flag over Joplin, Missouri. "Here, here, and here, are the disappearances
that occurred within forty-eight hours of the incident at your radio station.”

| remembered the fireba | bursting through the roof of the old dormitory. Incident. . . .

Damien was planting eectronic flagsin the Marais des Cygnes Waterfowl! refugein Linn County,
another in Garland near the Kansas/Missouri border, and athird in the Prairie State Park north of
Mindenminesjust over on the Missouri Sde. "The onein Garland turned up the day after you were
picked up.”

| grunted. "A missing blood sampleisonething. A corpse missing its own blood volume is another.”

"As| sad: doppy. If only that wasthat the worst of it."

"Therés more?'



Henodded. "As| was saying, I've monitored al reported deaths and di sappearances since that
forty-eight-hour period. There have been four more disappearances and another body since then.”

"Wha?Why?'

"That'swhat I'd like to know. Ostensibly, New Y ork sent ateam to recover you and any evidence
that might link you with vampirism. That particular goal and some very unprofessona blunders might
explain thefirgt three disgppearances and the hospita bresk-in. Since enforcers characteristicaly trave in
pairs, we assumed the New Y ork team was completely eradicated with your second encounter in the
cornfield. Obvioudy, we were wrong."

A loneflag popped up on the Missouri side, east by southeast of Joplin. "'I'm not sure about this one.”
"It doesnt fit the pattern?”

He shook hishead. "Fellow by the name of Cantrell. Has aranch over by Aurora, Missouri. Claims
Satanists from Arkansas were trying to trespass on his property.”

"Um," | said, " Satanigts from Arkansas?'

"Said ther cars had Arkansas plates.”

"Oh," | said. "Of course.”

"Said he prosdytized them with a shotgun. Sounds like a crackpot.”

A memory surfaced and | shook my head. "Harold Cantrell. | know this guy. He was one of our
Public Radio subscribers: stable, rock-solid—owns a sizable spread. And while he used to claim Cantrell
Ranch was the most lightning-prone acreage in the world, | wouldn't figure him for fringe. But Satanists
from Arkansss. . ."

| watched more flags pop up on the map, all on the Kansas side: Arma, Girard, Pittsburg, McCune,
Parsons. "More New Y ork enforcers, tells us how. It doesn't tell uswhy."

"Why what?' Deirdre wanted to know.

Damien leaned back in his chair and stretched. "We know that they know that we have Csgthe.
They've dready picked up dl the existing evidence in the areathat might link him with the wampyr . The
additiond disappearances have occurred since then. So why are they till running around Southeast
Kansas? What are they looking for?"

| stared at the phosphorescent lines and dots on the CRT. "Dr. Marsh might have some notes—"
"Chris... Marshisdead.”
It cameto medowly. "What?' Then | went cold dl over. "Dead?’

Damien nodded. "They were very thorough. The Mount Horeb Hospital files are gone. Any notes
with your name on them went up in the fire along with Marsh's house. And, of course, the good doctor.
It'sthe onefatality on my list that could be dismissed as an obvious accident.”

"It wouldn't be acoincidence," | sad, bitterness flooding my mouth like vinegar.

"No, it isn't."

My hands balled into fists. " So, anyone ese | know on your list? Have they tried to silence any of my
friends, my coworkers?'

He shook hishead. "Therest ispuzzling. It'sasif they're looking for something else, now. Asif
they're casting about for anew scent, anew trail." Helooked up a me. "Y ou bite anybody on the neck
during the last year? Leave your own trail of corpses?’

"That's not funny.” | turned and walked to the door. "Not funny at dl.” | kept going.
Deirdre caught up with me hafway down the hall.

"l want to gpologize for Damien,” she said, catching my arm and linking it with hers. "He's outlived all
of hisfamily, his contemporaries, dl of hishuman friends—"

"Wheat about you?'



"I'm human, so he knows that he will outlive me, aswell. He has a different viewpoint on death. He
sometimes forgets what it's like to be mortal and attached to other mortals." She squeezed my arm.
"Please don't be angry with him."

"I'mnot, | guess” It was difficult to be angry when someone like Deirdre was squeezing your arm
and gazing up a you imploringly. "Marsh's death isa shock. And I'm furious at the people who did this."

"Let mebuy youadrink."

"I'mnot redly thirsty."

"Neither am |. But | want to talk to you and it just seems easier to observe the social amenitiesasan
icebreaker." Now her arm was locked in mine and she took mein tow.

The night was young and the main room sparsely populated. We ordered drinks and found a distant
table next to thewadll. | sat with my back to the main stage to avoid distraction and quickly decided that
that was amistake: | needed a distraction from those luminous blue eyes, that perfect face, those
curvaceous red lips, her—

"| want to offer mysdf to you.”
| sat there, my train of thought utterly derailed. "Excuse me?' | said after along pause.

She smiled and leaned toward me. "'I'm offering mysdlf to you, night or day, for aslong asyou can
useme. Oh my." Her smile grew deeper. "The expression on your face"

| stared at her. Words wouldn't come.

"Didn't Suki mention anything about this?'

| managed to shake my head—that much | could do.
"I want to help you."

"Help me" | managed further.

"Research,” she coached.

"Research. Ah."

"Y our presence hereis more important than you could possibly appreciate.” She put her hand over
mine. "But | gppreciate the potential you bring. And | want to help tap that potentid.”

"Youdo."

She nodded. "So use me."

"Useyou,” | said.

"I'll do research, run errands, transcribe notes, verify test results.”
At that point our drinks arrived, long with my grasp on redlity.

" S0, you're interested in unlocking the secrets of the vampiric condition,” | said, pouring my Perrier
overice.

"Oh, yes"
| smiled and patted her hand in return. Y ou and Damien are very much in love, aren't you?”'

She nodded and her smile grew into something extraordinary.

"l can see why coming up with acurefor this diseaseis so important to you."

The amilefdtered. "Cure?

"If Damien could be freed from his curse—"

"Curse?"

"l thought. . ." | stopped. | wasn't sure what | thought anymore.

"Chris, I'm not looking for some magic potion to make Damien morta, again. | want to be like him.”

"Likehim?' Great. First I'm echoing her, then she's echoing me, and now | was back to parroting
her, again.



"l want to be avampire.”

"Um. Okay. Why?"

"Why?" The question seemed to surprise her. "Power. Immortaity—or at least near invulnerability.
Eternd youth." Shelooked down into the mud-red depths of her bloody mary. " And then there's Damien.

| cleared my throat. "Under these circumstances, | can see how a mixed marriage would be more
problemétic.”

"The Doman has Tg working on too many projectsto give your research anywhere near her full time
and attention. I've been doing alot of my own research in the library and on the databases. | thought we
might work together, you and [—pool our efforts.” She picked up her drink and her gaze wandered off,
over my shoulder.

"What about Damien?"

She shrugged. "In away, held be working with us. What he's doing now may coincide with some of
the answers that were looking for. But the Doman's got him busy on other projects, too. We barely see
each other some nights." Her eyes came back to my face. "I need something constructive to do.”

"Wdl. . ."
"Say yes. Y ouwon't be sorry!™

"Deirdre, | haven't had a chance to figure out where | would redlly start, what directionsto go, what
pathsto pursue.”

"Y ou need to get organized. | can help you right there: I'm avery organized person.” Her eyes drifted
to theright again. "'l think you have an admirer."

"Admirer?' Damn! The senghility of this conversation had dipped away yet again.
She nodded. " Over there. Near the door to the kitchen. No, don't look!"

"Why not?'

"You'l spook her. She'sredly saring!™

"Anyoneyou know?'

She shook her head, raised her drink to her lipsand peered over the rim of the glass. "I've never seen
her in here, before. Hmmm. She'srather gtriking. . . ."

"Striking?"

"Attractive. . . but. .. ."

"But?' | Spped my Perrier.

"Theré's something about her . . . something that's somehow . . . wrong."
"Describe her."

"Tdl, maybefive-nine. Sender—no, skinny: dmost emaciated.”
"Thewaif look. Very chic."

"Dark eyes, dark hair. Something about the eyes, though. . ."

"What?"

She shook her head. " Sheé'swearing her hair in aFrench braid.”
Sometimes Jenny had worn her hair in aFrench braid—she knew | liked it that way. . . .
Sop it, | thought.

" Shel's wearing awhite dress with poofy deeves”

"Poofy deeves." Jenny had adresslike that. Kept it in aplastic bag at the back of her closet. It was
gtill there—just Six or seven months ago—before | had closed her closet door for the last time and
promised mysdf | would only open it again when | was ready to throw everything out or donate—stop



it, stop it!
Deirdre spped her drink. "Unusud attire for thistime of theyear.”

| turned and looked. And, of course, because | was thinking about my dead wife, the woman across
the room looked just like her for amoment.

The moment stretched endlessly. The reason the woman across the room looked like Jennifer was
because it was Jennifer!

" She seemsto know you," Deirdre said as Jenny crooked her index finger into a"come here" gesture.
| couldn't move.

How?

The answer was quite Smple: Jenny hadn't died after all.

You know better.

| never saw her dead.

You were in and out of consciousness for a week. The hospital didn't release you until ten days
after the funeral.

Precisay, so how do | know her body lies moldering in a Kansas cemetery?
Your family and hers—made the arrangements, attended the funeral.
Hearsay.

The county coroner—medical documents.

Could have been forged.

To what purpose?

| don't know!

Therewas only one way to find out: | wrenched mysalf up and out of my seat, knocking the chair
over with amuffled crash. Therest of the room got quiet. Only my wife was moving. Toward the kitchen.

"Jennifer,” | croaked. "Jenny!" | sumbled after her. She was through the door before | was hdfway
across the room. | ran through the kitchen looking this way and that. She was gone.

| grabbed abushoy. "A woman—about this tall—brown hair, white dress—which way did she go?'
He shrugged.

| released him and whirled about: side doors? Left or right would put her into corridors that kept her
ingde the building. Only the back door was adirect exit to the outside. | ran for it, yanked it open.

Nothing. No onein sght.

A taxi s, idling, in the service dley, twenty yards away from the rear loading dock. The rear
passenger door was open on the Side nearest me.

"Jenny?' | caled.

| saw aflicker of whitein the dark depths of the vehiclesinterior.

"“Jnny!”

"Chris?' Derdre's voice behind me.

And Damien'svoice: "What isit?'

A white hand at the end of awhite, poofy deeve reached out and grasped the handle on the open
cab door.

| moved toward the end of the dock and was caught, pulled back, by clutching hands.

"Letmego,” | said. " Jenny!"

"Holdhim."

"Chris, you can't leavethe building!”



"Comeback indgde."
"Dont let go."
| struggled trying to escape the multitudinous hands and voices. " Jenny! Wait!"

The hand pulled the door closed with agonizing downess. A brief glimpse of her face at the window.
The cab was pulling away. In afit of desperation, | shrugged off two of my handlers, swvung my figts,
punched and kicked at the flesh that was trying to envelope me. | broke free. Tried to run for the
departing vehicle. Made four, maybe five steps before | was tackled, smothered to the ground.

| screamed againgt the concrete.

The Doman's elbows were planted on the table, hisleft hand balled into afist, cupped insde hisright.
He leaned forward, pressing hisknuckles againgt hislips. "Y ou are sure?"

My own elbowswere smilarly planted, but | was resting my forehead against the palms of my hands.
"It was Jenny."

"I don't suppose you carry aphoto of your wifein your walet. It might help Deirdre make a positive
ID."

| shook my head. | had taken Jenny's and Kirsten's photos out of my wallet and down from the walls
amonth after the funeral. Maybe that was asign of denid. All | knew wasthat it hurt so much moreto
open my hillfold or look acrossthe room and still seetheir faces. . . .

Pagelovitch sighed. "Doctor?"

"There are, of course, psychological and stress-related factors that could cause him to imagine that he
saw his dead wife—"

"I'm not crazy, | redly did see her.”

"—sao that he might easily see her face and form when no one wasthere.”

"But there was someone there," Deirdre said. "1 saw her, too."

"And easer to project her face and presence onto awoman of smilar stature and coloring.”
Damien entered the room with afilefolder.

The Doman raised an eyebrow. " Photographs?!

Damien nodded. "One. Photocopy from a newspaper story—the quality is not that good.”
Pagel ovitch gestured toward Deirdre. " Show it to her anyway.”

| sat up alittle straighter. ™Y ou have afile on me? On my wife?'

"Onyou. Any information on your wifeis peripheral and, in this case, fortuitous.”

Deirdre was shaking her head. "1 don't know. It'stoo fuzzy. Maybe. Maybe not."

"You're not sure?' Clearly, the Doman was unhappy without aclear decision either way.
"l just can't tell."

"Still, it'shighly unlikely that your dead wife just turned up herein Sedttle.”

| scowled at the Doman. "Why not? | just turned up here, in Sesttle.”

"' She was pronounced dead, Christopher—"

"Sowasl."

"—and buried. Y ou weren't."

"Maybe she was infected the same as me. Maybe better: maybe she's afull-fledged vampire.” A part
of my conscious mind was standing back and observing this conversation with a detached sense of
horror. Another portion was desperately trying to make Jenny real at any price.

The Doman was rdentless: "' So, where has she been for the past year ?*

"I don't know. Maybe she was trapped in the grave, underneath the ground, in her coffin. Maybe she
just got free recently.”



"So, why isshewith New Y ork?'
"What? New Y ork?'

"We checked dl the dispatchers. No cabs werelogged in thisvicinity during or for an hour either side
of thisincident. No independent or company taxisin this city match the description of your vehicle.

"Christopher," he continued in agentler voice, "for some reason New Y ork still wantsyou. It would
be very smplefor them to hire abody double to act the part of your departed wife, to lure you outside of
our sanctuary.”

"With your psychologica stuation,” Mooncloud chimed in, "alittle makeup and the right dresswould
be all that was necessary for the power of suggestion to be complete.”

"Perhaps they even went a step or two beyond makeup,” the Doman said.

| stared at Pagelovitch. "What do you mean?'

He shrugged. "Perhaps a glamour of sometype. .. ."

"Magic?Youretdling methey can use magic?'

L ooks were exchanged around the room. " Of course not. But if there was another vampire involved.

"A Projective," Mooncloud said. "Some form of mental domination.”

"| thought other vampires couldn't come on the premises without a specific invitation to crossthe
threshold.”

Hiseyes narrowed. "I don't have dl the answers, yet." Then his gaze softened. "But that would tend
to shoot holesin your theory that your wife had returned as avampire.”

| grasped at my last straw: "Maybe they found some other way to resurrect her.”
"Magic?Hocus pocus? Come now," the Doman smiled, showing pointed teeth, "thisisredlity. . . ."

Chapter Eight

Knowledgeis power. So wrote Hobbesin Leviathan.
In Of Heresies, Bacon said: Knowledge itsdlf is power.
But perhagps André Gide said it best when he wrote: " Education, c'est délivrance.”

If education was, indeed, freedom, the Doman's library was the place to form my escape plan. |
began my studies the following evening and, aside from regular evening visits from the two-tailed cat, |
worked undisturbed until Saturday night.

"Looking for acure?"

| glanced up from the tumbledown fortress of books that encompassed me at the library table. "At
thispoint I'd settlefor alittle sanity.”

Ta Mooncloud sorted through the sprawl of volumesthat had did to thefar Sde of the table. " The
Golden Bough, Crodand's English adaptation of Vaeriaand Volta's The Vampire, a couple of
Montague Summers better known works, The Natural History of the Vampire by Masters—my



goodness, even atrandation of the Malleus Maleficarum! Y ourelooking for sanity, here?
| said nothing and she wandered over to the microfiche reader that | had |eft on for cross-referencing.

"Traité sur les Apparitions des Espirits, et sur les Vampires, ou les Revenants de Hongrie, de
Moravie—"

"First edition, Paris, 1746," | appended. "But I'm redlly more interested in arather recent work." |
lifted the bound manuscript I'd been studying and turned it so she could read: Vampirism and the
Subconscious Mind: The Id Unbound. By Dr. Taj V. Mooncloud, Ph.D., M.D., SD. "I'mimpressed:
Doctor of Philosophy, Doctor of Medicine. . ." | cocked an eyebrow. "S.D.?"

"Doctor of Shamanism.”

"Yourejoking."

"I never joke," she answered coolly.

"Well." | hefted the book. "I'll bet therere no copiesin the Library of Congress.”

"No, and more'sthe pity," she said, pulling up achair acrossfrom me. "Ten years of semicooperative
national and worldwide research and we know more about the AIDS virus than ten centuries of
scholagticism on the subject of vampirism.”

"Wedill don't have avaccinefor AIDS," | said, unsure of whether | was undermining or underlining
her point.

"Bad enough that we can't utilize public facilities, personnd, or funding effortsin our research,” she
continued, "but it's difficult to secure cooperative information from the other enclaves, aswdll.”

| tapped the manuscript. 'Y ou seem to have made some substantial |eaps beyond anything esel've
reed.”

"Theoretica legps. We have aMagnetic Resonance Imaging device, an electron microscope,
subgtantia lab and diagnodtic facilities . . . but it'sadrop in the bucket compared to the resources we
reslly need—not to mention the statistical base!

"The bulk of the books you have there were first published before the turn of the century, some
before the turn of the last century, and more than afew from before even that. They'resuch a
hodgepodge of myth and third-hand stories that you can't be sure of the truth even when they seemto
validate your own findings. . . .

"But you," she reached across the table and between two stacks of booksto grasp my hand, "may
help to changedl that!"

"Themissnglink," | said.

"Oh, don't say it that way! It sounds so—so—"

"Guineapiggish?'

It took her amoment to find her amile. "Exactly.”

"Qink, oink," | said.

She tossed my hand back at me. "Guinea pigs don't go 'oink, oink.'"
"I guess someone will need to coach me.”

"Obvioudy, after that stunt you pulled at the pool .”

"Ah, which brings me back to my research.” | thumped the manuscript back open to my last
bookmark. "1 need to know al kinds of stuff. About mirrors and garlic and crosses and holy water—"

"Y ou heed someone to coach you," she said.

"—and why this stuff works theway it does. | mean, | used to be agreat swimmer! What happened
tome?" | flipped to the beginning of her manuscript and then back to my last marked passage. "1've

skimmed thefirgt part, here, where you venture severd theories about the physiological changesthat take
place in the human body."



"It'sredly abrief summation of another paper | published earlier.”

" 'Published?"

"Within the underground network that ties all the enclaves together to some degree.”

"Yeah, well | noticed that you skipped alot of the empirical dataand just highlighted the conclusions.
But it fill begsthe question on certain aspects of vampiric lore. | see how the physiologica changesin
body tissues may ater mass, augment strength, prolong longevity . . . but what about holy water, the
crucifix, requiring invitationsto crossthresholds?"

"Keepreading.”

| glanced at the three-inch-thick remainder of unread pages. "I'min ahurry.”

"Soam|." Sheglanced a her watch. "All right. Quick overview. The virus—and immediately we are

inthe realm of theory, here—the virus seemsto enter the cells and combine with the DNA to reprogram
the strands of code.”

"Like genetic engineering.”

"Right. And it produces rapid mutationsin the cells and tissues so that entire systems become both
more efficient and yet develop built-in redundancies. At the same time these changes create new
vulnerabilities, new weaknesses to replace the ones that human flesh isheir to.”

"Sunlight,” | said. "Garlic."

"Like porphyria" shesad.

"Wooden stakes?'

"Wooden stakes, iron lances, slver arrows—it makes no difference asto whether you're dive or
undeed: one through the heart and you ain't never getting up out of your coffin again.”

"Crucifixes?"

"Ah, now here we enter the realm of the subconscious. Are you aware that there are certain codicils
to the use of holy relics?’

| nodded. "Basically two that I've run across, so far. One source clams the effectiveness of the
crucifix is dependent on the faith of the wielder. Other sourcesindicate that the cross only works against
vampires who were devout Chrigtiansin their former life." | cocked an eyebrow. "Whichisit?!

Mooncloud shrugged. "We do not know for sure. Thereis actudly enough anecdota materid to
support both theories, but we smply have not had enough opportunity to apply rigorous scientific testing.
But the common thread that runs through both theoriesis—"

"Belief," | finished for her.

"Yes. Bdief. And it isthe samewith so-cdled holy water.”

"So what are you saying? That these basic scourges of the undead are psychosomatic at their core?”

"Something like that." She looked around and then got up and walked over to the door. After
checking the outer corridor, she closed the door and walked across the room and around the table to Sit
beside me. "The virus has avariable range of effects on each person who contractsit,” she continuedin a
lowered voice. "And that extends to the mental and emotiona adjustments each must make, aswell.”

"I suppose some have amore difficult time than others?!

"An understatement, Mr. Csgthe. Insanity isthe byproduct more often than not. Sometimes quickly.
Sometimes a psychosis that grows over the years, the centuries. Sometimes all higher thought processes
arelost and the virus reducesits host to amindless animal. In other cases the madness manifestsin
subtler and more cunning forms."

"S0," | cleared my throat, thinking about my own recent state of mind, "why are some affected and
othersimmune?'

She stared a mefor along and discomforting moment. "'Y ou don't understand,” she said findly. "The



virus affectsthe brain. In every case. Thedifferencesonly liein the severity of the psychoss, the amount
of timeinvolved in the dteration of the individud's brain chemistry, and how resstant you are to your
particular brand of dementia.”

"S0, you're saying that insanity isinevitable?' | didn't likethisat dl.

"By your definition? No. But every functioning human being isher to various mentd
aberrations—most of usjust fal into the so-called normal range. Haven't you heard that thereisn't one
person who couldn't benefit from alittle andyss?

"But the virus does seem to work most frequently in lowering the menta barriers between the
conscious and the unconscious areas of what we cal the mind. It makes the host more susceptible to
certain forms of suggestion, irrationd belief systems, perhaps even racid memories.”

"So," | steepled my fingers, "if | wereadevout Catholic and | woke up in my coffin shortly after my
funerd, | would have an incapacitating terror of crucifixes, communion hogts, and holy water?"

She nodded. "The Church has deeply ingrained pre udices concerning vampires and the Powers of
Darkness"

"Apparently it works both ways." | thought about the power of the mind over the human body.
About how afew, specid test subjects under hypnosiswould display bruises, cuts, burns, various bodily
gigmata produced by abdief in aninjury that only existed in their minds. Wasit any greet legp to imagine
avampire's belief that he couldn't cross another's threshold unless specificdly invited to do so?

"What about mirrors?' | asked. "Why don't vampires cast reflections?

"That'salittle more difficult to explain.”

Try."

"I'm not sure you're ready."

“Try anyway.”

"WEell," she hunched her shoulders. "As| said, the virus affects the brain, atersthe brain's
chemistry—ypossibly reconstructing certain neura pathwaysin the process. Thisisdifficult to prove as
there are no remains—ergo, no brain—to dissect following a wampyr 's death."”

"Cat scans? MRI's?"

She shook her head. "Electromagnetic radiation, whether it'sin the visible spectrum or not, is harmful
to vampiric flesh. Which reminds me, you should probably avoid usng microwave ovens or sitting too
closetothe TV."

"Yourekidding."

Shewasn't. "Under these limitations, we can only postulate.”

An unpleasant thought occurred: " Or open up avampire's skull whileitisgill dive Or undead. Or
whatever.

Mooncloud squirmed. "Vivisection of the undead has been—documented. But, even without such
extreme proofs, the evidence of changesto the brain are undeniable.”

"So you're saying that the absence of amirror imageis dueto the psychosis?*

"No. There are other mental changes, aswell.” Shelooked back at the door, again. "Have you ever
noticed how the Doman rarely has to summon someone he wants to speak with?"

It took me amoment to understand the question. Then | remembered how Suki had shown up
unexpectedly to finish my initid tour of the castle. "Telepathy?'

"Not just telepathy, but other psionic talentsaswell. Y ou've read about the vampire's ability to cloud
men's minds? Or dominate them?"

"So the vampire elther conscioudy or unconscioudy blocks the perception of hisreflectioninthe
mirror? For himself and anyone e se within menta range?'



Mooncloud clapped her hands. "Very good, Mr. Csgjthe! | had to explain the concept to Stefan
twice before he could grasp the basic theory. Y ou are—"

"If one more person saysthat I'm aquick study, I'm going to belt them!" | propped up my chin with
my right hand. " So, are the vampire's psionic abilities standard equipment or wild card?'

"Wild card. Which brings us back to the conclusion that thisisamutative viral agent. Whilethereisa
st range of effects, different hosts manifest different degrees of strengths and weaknesses.”

"So why have my mutations stopped?”
"Wéll, they haven't. Exactly.”
| leaned forward. "Well, what have they? Exactly?"

"Wadl, in some areas, such as strength, reflexes, and the enhanced spectrum of your five senses, the
mutation seems to be going forward—although it has dowed recently. In other areas, such asthe
development of fangs and anticoagulantsin your saliva, you don't appear to have even begun the
processes. Strange, though—"

"Wha?'
"Y ou have devel oped rudimentary clotting sacs. . . ."
"What?'

"They're small sacsthat form beneath the tongue that exude a clotting agent when the vampireis done
feeding. It closes the wound and speeds hedling.”

"How nice"

"Not if you're suckered in by Hollywood's version of the mythos. All those movies where the vampire
bites the victim's neck and the victim survives? That's al poppycock. The most potent clotting enzymes
won't sed atornjugular veinintime. A vampire goesfor the throat with the intent that his victim not
aurvive. Otherwise, he must feed on the less volatile blood vessals. Thiswould especialy be truein your
cae" Sheglanced at her watch. "'l have ameseting with Stefan.”

"Just one more question, Doctor."

v

"WW?I

"Why?" she echoed.

"Why?Why am | turning into avampire and why am | stuck hafway in between?'

Sherosefrom her chair. "That's two questions. And | ill don't know the answer to either.” She
walked around the table and paused by the door. "During our next session, I'll use hypnosisto regress
you to the time you passed through Weir. Perhaps the answer liesthere.”

"Why can't wejust doit al a once and get it over with?”
"The Doman ingsts on being present, now, and he can't make time until tomorrow night.”
There was something in her eyes. "And?"

"And your blood pressure goes through the roof every time we approach that period under
hypnoss," she said reluctantly. "We're spacing the sessons out to give your body a chanceto recover.”

She yanked open the door and Elizabeth Bachman practicaly ssumbled into her arms.

"Thereyou are, Chris," Bachman gushed as she pirouetted around Dr. Mooncloud. "1've been
looking al over for you!"

"Me?" | looked at Mooncloud who offered awarning glance as she turned and headed out the door.
"You! It'stimewe checked you out for that pogition | wasthinking of!"
"| thought the Doman was dead set againgt my leaving the premises,” | said as we exited the elevator.

"He doesn't want you leaving the building unescorted,” Bachman answered, dipping her arm through
mine. "Weve made some security arrangements and he's approved them.”



" Security arrangements?”

"The Doman believesNew Y ork still wantsto acquire you, but Damien and | should be more than
enough to handle anything unhuman that might come along. And in your enhanced condition as a—what?
Semi-vampire?'

| shrugged but silently promised to bite the next person who used that term.

"Y ou should be able to handle anything human, aswell." She smiled. "Y ou nearly hospitdized a
busboy and two of the cooks the other night. Deirdreis still sporting ashiner and, wonder of wonders,
you actualy gave Damien asplit lip!" She laughed. "I'm sure you can take care of yoursdlf if you'reredly
threatened.

"Besides, since you're here, you no longer pose athrest to the greater Undead community. There's
no logical reason to want you dead—no 'un’ attached.”

"So what do they want?'

"They probably want to recruit you for their own research purposes. Which meansthey wouldn't
want to actualy harm you."

"Y ou sound asif you wouldn't mind.”

She hugged my arm even tighter. "Oh, I'd mind! | want you al to mysdlf, remember?*

Sgh.

"Anyway, cars come and go from our underground garage dl the time. Well take alimo with tinted
glass so no one can seewho'singde.”

"Won't that arouse suspicionsif Fantasies isactudly staked out?!

"Y ou watch too many cop shows. | usethis particular l[imo every Saturday night.”

Wearrived at my door. "Should | dressformal or casud?'

"Invitemein and | can help you sdect your wardrobe."

| smiled and chucked her gently under the chin. "Ah, but then we'd only end up being late, wouldn't
we?'

Shesghed. "True. Dresscasud. I'll meet you in the garage in ten minutes.”
Whew. | let myself in as she walked on down the corridor.

My night vision had developed to the point that | dmost forgot to turn on thelights. Visud acuity into
the infrared and ultraviolet spectra, however, makes for poor color coordination when you're dressing.

| was belting on apair of tan Dockers when | noticed the piece of paper lying on my bed.

It wasfolded, with my name written on the outside. Inside was anote, written in a shaky, ballpoint
scrawl: | had to decipher as much asread it.

Darling—
It said.
Kirstenand | are alive! Thereisno timeto explain right now! You are in danger!

The people you are with are not your friends! Destroy this note when you have finished
reading it! Tell no one that you have further cause to believe | am alive!

You must escape!

| cannot come to you, again; you must come to us! When you do, our friendswill help us start
anew lifel

| love you, darling, and Kirsten misses her Daddy! You must try to get away, soon!
Love,

Jennifer

Beow that, in achildish scrawl was.



| love you, Daddy—please come soon!
Love,
Kirsten

| looked around wildly and ran through the rooms, throwing open closet doors asif | might
find—what? More messages? Evidence of its authenticity? My dwindling rationaity? Only the solidity of
the paper in my hand had any papable redity in thisterrible moment.

But the message rang afalse note.

| stared at the handwriting, trying to remember if there was anything ditinctive about Jenny's style. A
year had passed, my memory dimmed, and Kirsten might be ayear older in her own till-developing
penmanship. . ..

A cold chill had permeated my body and now | felt thefirst flush of awhite-hot core of anger. Jenny
never sgned her notesto me as " Jennifer.” It was aways " Jenny™ or, more frequently, "Jen." If thiswasa
trick, afaselure, it was unimaginably crud and saditic.

If it was, | would find out who—and kill them.
[f—

| opened adresser drawer. | refolded the note and dipped it inside one of the socks at the bottom of
thepile.

Destroy the note? Not bloody likely!

| dressed in afuror, visons of carnage playing in my head.

lf—

But, if it were true, then maybe | wasin peril from the people who claimed to protect me. . . .
The Doman had warned me about the bloodlust, the appetite for violence.

He had neglected to mention the paranoia.

| should have expected the first assault.

Damien was up front, driving. Bachman pressed a button and suddenly atinted glass partition did up
between the front seat and the passenger area where we were sitting.

"l likealittle privacy,” she said, snuggling next to me.

"Ms. Bachman—"

"Cdl meLiz." She pouted. "Y ou've probably heard al sorts of nasty little stories about me by now.
Wil, some of them are true—the best ones, anyway." She smiled. Her teeth were very white, very
sharp. "They've probably tried to scare you away from spending time with me because they think I'm a
bad influence." She squirmed allittle closer, afeat | hadn't thought possible. "Maybe | am. But you strike
me asthe kind of man who knows hisown mind."

| had nothing to say, my mind was sill on the note in my room.

And upon the deadness of my own heart.

What if? Jenny and Kirsten were ayear dead in my mind, less than sx monthsin my heart. But,
searching my fedings, | wastroubled to find that resurrecting their bodies might prove easier than
resurrecting my fedlings. | still missed them. But the passion had evaporated at some point, leaving only a
hollow shdll of longing. This, more than any other aspect of my transformation so far, marked mefor the
monster | was becoming.

Bachman leaned into my thoughts, her breath warm upon my neck. | flinched.

"Don't worry, | won't bite—yet," she said. "Well keep your precious blood pure for awhile longer.
But there are other things| can do for you in the meantime. . . ."

"Such as?' | regretted the words even as they were coming out of my mouth.

"Oh...wedl, for instance, you need someone to show you theropes. | know the ropes. | can show



you somerope tricks, aswell. . . ."

She saw the expression of distaste on my face and moved back abit. "Chris," she said inamore
sober voice, "you are coming into a condition of power. It isapower | have, aswell. | can teach you
how to dedl with it, how to wield it. How to profit fromit. Y our unique status also gives you potentiasfor
power that none of the rest of ushave. | can help you exploit it."

"How?"
"Y ou need afriend.”

"| thought the Doman and his people are dl my friends," | baited.

"Y ou can't be too sure of who your friendsredly are, my dear Christopher.”
Damn draight.

"For example—" shelowered her voice"—Mooncloud and Garou are two that you must be
epecidly careful of "

"Oh?" | lowered my voice to match hers. "Why?'

"The Doman suspectsthat at least one among usisawarlock."”

"Warlock?'

"An oath-bresker, not amaewitch.”

"I know the etymology of theword. Y ou're saying the Doman suspects atraitor?"

She nodded. "A double agent, possibly working for the New Y ork enclave. And, very possibly,
more than one."

"And he suspects Tg) and Lupé?’

"He doesn't speak openly of thisto anyone. He would be very angry if he discovered that you had
been told of this. I'm telling you because | think you have aright to know. I'm telling you because this
knowledge may save your life someday. I'm telling you this because, dl flirting aside, | want to be your
friend. And the day may come when you have to make a split-second decision: if you don't know who
your friends are by then, it could betoo late!”

"So tell me about Tg and Lupé.”

Shedid.

Therewasnt muchtotdl, dl indl.

Just that both Luisand his Sster were outsiders and recent additions to the Doman's “family.” Both
were |ess than enthusiastic about some of the demesne's policies and Lupé, especialy, was considered to
be somewhat of amal content.

Dr. Mooncloud was not only amedical doctor, she confirmed, but an Amerind shaman or witch
doctor, aswell. What tribe? Bachman wasn't sure. All existing paperwork and records regarding the
good doctor—including her birth certificate and socia security number—were not only contradictory but
apparent forgeries, aswdl. And most damning of dl: the opportunity to join them asafdlow vampire had
been proffered on more than one occasion and Tg Mooncloud had turned them down each time.

By thetimewe pulled into the TV dation parking lot, Liz Bachman had only provided me with rumor
and innuendo. But then, hard evidence would have made this conversation moot long beforeit ever
began, anyway.

Thetinted glass partition came down as the limousine pulled into areserved parking dot.

"Wewerent talled," Damien announced, watching me carefully in the rearview mirror. "The coast
appearsto be clear but I'll walk you to the door, anyway."

"Fineg," my companion said. "We can't be too careful these days.”
Amen to that.
Elizabeth Bachman reclined on the red velvet couch in apose reminiscent of Theda Baras Salome.



Barawore surprisingly littlein that 1918 film and, in much the same tradition, neither did Bachman.

Her long black gown was ankle-length but dit to the hip and then some, displaying long legsthat
scissored invitingly. "The neckling' should have been renamed "thewaistling" consdering whereit finaly
ended up. Bachman's bosom played hide and seek among the thin swatches of fabric as she moved,
spending more time seeking than hiding. It was dl | could do to keep from caling out: Alley, dley
oxen-free-o.

The long black wig covering her blond hair, together with the black dress and Nefertiti eye makeup
conspired to imitate Morticia Addams and Elvira, as| had suggested a couple of nightsearlier. But only
for amoment. Both were caricatures that spoofed that yin and yang gestalt where sex and death meet on
common ground.

Elizabeth Bachman wasthered thing.

The floor manager cocked his head listening to the voice in his earpiece. "Okay, people: coming out
of commercid in three—two—" He mouthed "one" and stabbed afinger at cameratwo.

"Widl, darlings," Bachman cooed, pouting toward the lens of themiddie TV camera, "I hopeyou
enjoyed tonight's Creature Classic: Robot Monster . If you think it's the worst movie ever committed to
film, then you must tunein again, next Friday night, when we scream—I mean, 'screen'—the most
horrible horror movie of them all. Y es, maybe you've seen monster movies that |eft you badly frightened .
.. but next week wéelll be showing the movie that won the Golden Turkey Award for being frighteningly
bad! I'm talking about Plan 9 From Outer Space! That'sright, the film that was so awful it killed Bela
Lugos! Find out why on the next episode of 'Lilith's Strokes of Midnight.'

"Goodnight, my lovelied" Sheblew akiss. "Slegp tight! Don't et the vampires bitel" She opened her
mouth to show her fangs and hissed a the camera. The hissturned into a sultry laugh and sheran along,
red fingernail down her chest, leaving asmal trail of blood between her breadts.

The floor manager drew afinger across histhroat indicating the microphones were now deed. "Cue
themusic,”" he said and pointed to camerathree. The red active light winked on above camerathree.
"Ralling credits," the floor manager announced. "Fade to black in three—two—one! All right, folks;
we're clear.”

Asthe cameras were trucked back and the crew began dismantling the set, he turned to Bachman.
"Lizzie, the director wantsto see you in the booth."

She nodded, pulled the black-tressed wig off, and crooked afinger a me. "Come on, honey. Timeto
get your foot in the door."

| followed her up ahdf flight of stairs and over to asmall room that housed a switching consoleand a
soundboard. The switcher and the soundman were on their way out as we entered.

The director was asmall, snakelike man with receding black hair that looked even less substantia as
he wore it dicked back and gathered into a questionable samurai-do. His face was pinched and
predatory, and his pencil-thin mustache didn't do anything to detract from the Ratso Rizzo effect.

" Liz, baby!" Hisvoice was friendly and a shade deferentid, but his cold and beady eyes gavethelie
to hissmile and tone. Oily was the operative term here, and this guy would make the Exxon Valdez look
environmentaly ssfe.

"Jonny, | want you to meet Chris Csgthe," Bachman said, grasping my arm and pulling me forward.

"Gesundheit.” Ratty sniggered and offered his hand. | took another step forward, but he turned the
gestureinto an offhand wave and turned back to Bachman.

"Lizzie, hon; the blood thing was a nice effect—very redigtic.” His eyestraced the scarlet thread that
wended itsway down her torso. Just now it was disappearing beneath the nadir of her décolletage.
"Thanks"

"But that'sjust the problem. . . ." Hisgaze remained at half-mast. ™Y ou know the station manager and
the sponsors raise hell when you go too far. Y ou're supposed to get prior approva before you pull any of



those kinky specid effects.” His eyes seemed to be ca culating the continuing path of the trickle benesath
the black materid.

"Now, Jonny," she purred, "you know it's my kinky specia effectsthat have given this dead-end time
dot ahigher audience cume than most of your prime time shows. It'swhat gives me the power to do the
show live and the clout to drag dl your sorry assesin here a midnight every Friday to assst me.” Her
voice hardened. " Assist me, capeesh?”

Now his eyes were back up where they belonged and her voice and demeanor softened. "I would
likeyou to hire Mr. Csgthe for my crew," she continued.

"Your crew?'

Her expression seemed to exert an even greater caming influence on theratty little man. When he
opened his mouth again, histone was more respectful but he said: " Sweetheart, you know | ain't got any
openings a the moment.”

Bachman started to speak, hesitated, smiled, and then suggested that | be given an employment form
tofill out—just in case.

The little man swalowed and nodded, and in no time we were back in her dressing room where she
began removing her makeup.

"It's s0 hard to get good help these days," she Sighed as she traced the black eyeliner with an
industrid-sized Q-tip. "Did you see any crew position that you particularly liked?"

| shrugged. " Other than writing scripts, the only job | might be qudified for here would be sound
man." | jammed my handsinto my pockets and watched her closdly. "And that postionisaready filled.”

It was her turn to shrug. "There's dways some kind of turnover on the night crew. | wouldn't be
aurprised if Harry—that's the sound guy—were to just up and take off for parts unknown this very
week." She lined up twenty cotton balls next to the cold cream jar and began scrubbing at her shaded
eydids

| decided that | wouldn't be too surprised if Harry were to suddenly up and disappear, too.

Bachman pouted when | announced that | was going to wait outside in the limo with Damien; shewas
just getting ready to change.

It was ashort, well-supervised stroll from the backstage door to the parking lot and the waiting
limousine where Damien was keeping watch.

If anything, | mused, Damien'sred purpose here tonight was probably to insurethat | didn't try to
make abreak for it. But, | tried not to think on that. Or on the note | had found in my room this evening.
Instead, | intended to enjoy the moment and a hundred feet of outdoor sidewalk with no one breathing
down my neck for achange.

| paused as the heavy security door banged shut behind me and savored the night air. But only for a
moment: an inverson layer was trapping light wisps of fog close to the ground and, with it, the perfume of
athousand cars, trucks, and busses. Still, it was an outdoorsy smell, and while | took care to breathe less
deeply, | ill enjoyed the change from the filtered and conditioned air of the Doman'sforced hospitdity.

Asl| turned and caught sight of the dark, brooding silhouette of the waiting limo, | caught another
scent on the night air. Cigarette smoke. It suddenly occurred to me that, after many years of abstinence, |
could take up along denied and guilty pleasure again with no fear of lung cancer or emphysema

Suck blood, blow smoke. . . trade-offs.

"Hello, there”

| turned toward the voice and found the source of the cigarette smoke.

A hooker or astagedoor groupie or maybe both, was|loitering just afew yards away, smoking the

last of acigarette. Taking one last drag, she dropped the butt on the sdewalk and ground it out with an
ankle-top boot with athree-inch hedl.



As she moved toward me | experienced that curious sensation again where time seemed to
perceptibly dow and al my senses seemed abnormaly heightened.

Although it was till summer and the night had started off balmy, this was the Pacific Northwest and
around two-thirty in the morning. The brunette was wearing ablack leather jacket, but it gaped open to
revedl attire more appropriate for warmer westher or private parties. Hooker, | decided as she sashayed
toward me in dow motion. She was dressed in biker-chic, wearing a black leather miniskirt that matched
her jacket down to the handcuffs-motif and ablack, lacy brathat seemed at least one sizetoo smal. My
skinwas prickling now; | fdlt flushed and feverish.

It was happening again! That same hormonal surging that | had felt the night before last while
watching the dancers, was back and steadily building into atida wave of hunger. | had never been the
kind of man to gawk when an attractive woman walked by, but now | was staring shamelessy. At the
swell of lace-capped bosom, at the flash of deek legs disappearing up into the shadowy hollow of
leather, at the twitch of firm abdominals with the winking eye of anavel peeking over thetop of the
Slver-chased belt buckle. Looking at these diding, shifting, quivering expanses of smooth flesh, | was
nearly overwhelmed by the need to touch, to taste. . .

Dear God!

It wasn't sexual hunger that was causing my body to ache and burn and throb. 1t was a hunger for
elemental sustenance, pure and smple! | no longer saw an attractive member of the opposite sex coming
toward me but food—warm and succulent, firm and tasty.

It was the bloodlust that the Doman had warned me about.

My nostrilsflared, picking up the scent of perfume. But underneath | smelled the more compelling
aromaof musk and sweat and blood that isthe natura fragrance of the body. Sdivabegan to pool in my
mouth.

And then | remembered that | had no fangs. Even if | wanted to give in to the maddening urge to
open her throat and drink, | had no means of doing so!

The ache pulsed through my body, ice-picked into my brain. | turned with asob and ran for the
sanctuary of thelimousine,

There was a shout behind me. But | was nearly blind and deaf now, al my sensesturned inward,
focusing on an aching emptiness demanding to befilled. | sumbled against the side of the car and yanked
on the passenger door. Asthe door flew open rough hands grasped my arms and shoulders. | was
wrestled away from the car, but not before the dome light came on, illuminating agridy scene. Therotting
remains of a human corpse occupied the driver's seat, held upright by alarge wooden steke that
trandfixed the sternum with the point emerging from the rear of the upholstery.

| managed to shrug off one of my attackers and was just turning my attention to the other two when
the hooker in leather stepped up and pushed a potholder for chicken cacciatore in my face.

At least that was my impression just before my head exploded and my eyesturned inside out. Then

my legsfdl off.
All that | could fed now wasthe visdike grip of other hands pinning my arms behind me and the
hailstorm that had suddenly opened up insde my head.

There was a sensation of movement, though | could not have said whether it was up, down, forward,
sideways, or backward. Slowly, my eyes started to pop back into their rightful position and | began to
digtinguish dternating yellow dashes againgt ablack background. Parking dot lines on blacktop, |
decided aswefindly reached our destination: another limo on the far side of the parking lot. The trunk lid
was popped open and | was heaved up and into the car's cavernous boot. After alifetime of
conventiona transportation | was getting two limo ridesin one night—how lucky can aguy get?

| moved my heed alittle, praying that it wouldn't roll off my neck again. Good news: it didn't and,
looking down, my legs still appeared to be attached to my body. | looked back up in timeto seethe



sweep of gpproaching headlights illuminate the trunk lid.

"Here," said afemalevoice, "if therés trouble, you know what to do. The Doman sayswe either
bring himin or seeto it that Pagelovitch doesn't get him back.”

There wastrouble: al hell broke loose just ten seconds later. There was screaming. There was
ydling. There was the sound of things bresking: metd things, glassthings, flesh and bone things.

Then aman was bending over me, aswitchblade in his hand. Cleverly, | countered with aforearm
block. Stupidly, my arm refused to obey my brain and merely twitched.

Then the man was gone, propelled up and over the trunk lid by awhite-gloved hand upon his
shoulder.

But not before he had brought the blade around in a sweeping arc, dicing through my throat.

As| wasdrowning in my own blood, | looked up into an increasingly familiar facejust beforethe
darknessrolled up and over my own.

Chapter Nine

"Daddy, look at that smoke!"
| glancein the rearview mirror. "Honey, you need to keep your seat belt on."
"But ook, Daddy! | bet theré'safire! Can we go see?'

| keep scanning the road for signs of the outskirts of Weir. Nothing yet. "1 thought you were hungry,
Sweet pea”

"It can't be that far away. Maybe we can go help!"

| look off to the sde and, sure enough, there's a column of smoke rising above the fields to the north.
"Baby, we're dmost to Weir. We can stop and get lunch—why are you giggling?'

"Y ou sounded funny, Dad."

"l did?'

Jenny laysacool hand on my arm. "Y ou said ‘we're amost to Weir.' It does sound a bit redundant.”

| smile. "It does, doesn't it?"

"Please, Daddy?'

| start looking for aturnoff. "Okay, princess. If we can help, we will. But wewon't stop if thefire
department's there."

"How come?"

" 'Cause wed just bein theway, then. And we don't want to look like ghouls.”

"What are ghouls, Daddy?"

Jenny loosens her seat belt so she can turn to speak to Kirsten. "Ghouls are—

... flesh-eating monsters that skulk around cemeteries and rob graves. . . .

"—people who like to be around when bad things happen to people,” Jenny says. "They're not really



thereto help; they just want to watch other peopl€'s suffering and misfortune.”
"Like onthe news?' my daughter asks.
>The blood is helping.
| chuckle despite the odd distraction. "Y es, honey. Like on the news, sometimes.”
Jenny cocks an eyebrow. " Sometimes?' she taunts. And grows transparent.
>He's starting to respond.
A gravel road gppears at the periphery of my vison. | dow and begin theturn.
>| don't like this.
The smokeis closer now, rising to veil the sun.
>|f he were completely transformed the wound would have merely inconvenienced him.
It's getting darker now. And whispering voices are disiracting me.
>1f he were completely human it would have killed him.
The van fades away completely and | am swalowed up in asmokey blackness.
| stayed in darknessavery long time.

During that time sensations returned and, with them, came pain. Then, gradudly, the pain began to
ease. Became discomfort. Gave way to lasstude. Ennui.

Then discomfort returned: pressure, aweight on my chest. Harder to breathe. My throat began to
itch, totingle. Totickle.

| forced my left eye open. A hill rose before me, brown and blurry. | forced my right eye open. The
|eft eye drooped shut with the shift in my attention. The hill resolved itsdlf into furry haunches.

With atail.

Twotals.

The cat was lying across my ches, its head nuzzling beneath my chin, and now | could fed therasp
of itstongue licking across my neck.

It was a horrifyingly pleasant sensation.

| turned my head to the left and observed the needlesin my arm. The tubesto the needlesled up to
severa packets of blood and a couple of packets of nearly clear liquid. The movement of my head
disturbed the cat: it stopped its nuzzling, risng up on its hindquarters to regard me with golden eyes. Then
it legpt from my chest to the floor and | heard the whispery sound of its paws asit scurried off, acrossthe

floor. A moment later there was the sound of adoor and footsteps—human footsteps—coming toward
me

Dr. Mooncloud entered my field of vision, followed by alarge, bearded and balding black man.
"Youreawake," shesad.

"Brilliant diagnosis, Doctor,” was my intended reply. | opened my mouth, but only a strangled wheeze
emerged.

"Don't try to talk," she ordered. "Y our vocal cords have been damaged.” She turned and gestured
toward the black man in thewhite ducks. "Thisis Dr. Burton."

Burton smiled and nodded as he made a notation on my clipboard. " Pleased to see you awake." His
voice was surprisngly soft.

| made my own mental notation that the good doctor had fangs.

Now the Doman and Suki appeared. "He's awake," Pagelovitch observed.

Mooncloud nodded. " A good sign. But he's not out of the woods, yet."

Lupé and Luis Garou arrived. Lupé was using a cane, now, circling the bed while her brother asked:
"Ishe awake?'



Lupétook my right hand in hers. "Y ou're awake, | see.”

| was surprised that | didn't feel more secure, surrounded as | was by al these brilliant diagnosticians.
The Domanwas al businessand alittle curt. "What can hetdll us, Doctor?'

"Nothing, yet. Hislarynx hasn't had timeto hedl."

"It's been two days, Doctor."

"I know it's been two days, Stefan,” she said. "Conddering his stage of transformation, we are doubly
lucky that he didn't dieimmediatdly and that the blood infusions brought him back.”

"But not very far, | see" Elizabeth Bachman was standing in the doorway. "'Is he awake?"

| groaned.

"Hush," Mooncloud scolded. "I don't want you doing anything that will interfere with your heding.”

"What about a pad?' the Doman asked.

"I'd rather keep the wound uncovered and exposed to the open air.”

"KK," | said, tryingto say "cat."

"I meant a pad of paper and apen or pencil,” the Doman said, "so we can ask some questions and
he can write the answers."

"Y ou shut up!" Mooncloud said.

Pagdovitch bristled.

"Not you. Him." She pointed at me. "Asfor the pad, we can try, but | don't want to tire him.”

The Doman said something else, but | missed it.

| dipped back into the darkness.

The smoke fills the sky, now, hovering over the farm like an old, mud-spattered shroud. The old
farmhouseis gill intact though its second story ismostly hidden by thick billows of heavy smoke and
flames are starting to show through the windows on thefirst floor. | ook for aplace to park the van that
won't get ustoo close and won't get in the way of the fire trucks when they finally do arrive.

"Look, Daddy, theresaman.”
| set the parking brake and look around. "Where?"
Kirsten points. "He just went into the barn.”

| sumble out of the van and hesitate. The house or the barn, first? And what if no one has cdled the
fire department? There was no sign of nearby neighbors and townsfolk might assume afarmer was
merdly burning off part of afied.

| turn and toss the keys through the window. " Jenny, drive into town or find the nearest phone and
make sure the fire department knows about this"

Kirsten pouts. "I wanta come with you!"

"No," | gesture, haf pointing, haf waving. "I want you to stay with your mothe—help her!™
| turn and run toward the house.

The barn.

As| hesitate | hear the van start down the road behind me.

Come to the barn.

| turn and run toward the barn. But not as quickly as | was running toward the house.
Then | waswaking.

| was walking through the desert at night.

It was cold and | wasthirsty.

Two ydlow moons hung in the night sky



growing

brighter and brighter

chasing the darkness

avay

becoming cat's eyes

that watched intently as | struggled back to consciousness.

The cat merrowed and hopped up on the nightstand to lay across the cal button.

Dr. Burton entered theroom. "Ah, you're awake."

"Wow," | whispered. "D§avu.”

"Whispering isfine aslong asyou don't overdoiit.”

"What happened?’

"That'swhat we'd like to ask you. Hold on amoment.” While heleft theroom | had a better
opportunity to study my surroundings.

It wasn't so much aroom as acubicle: three of the four walls were tracked curtains, separating my
bed from the rest of theinfirmary. | checked my left arm. Y ep: more tubes and needles bringing me that
tick, tick, tick of hemoglobin and plasma. | looked at the cat. "And what do you want?'

It merrowed and began licking a paw while its two tails danced like an animated caduceus.
Burton returned. "The Doman's on hisway. How are we doing?' Close up, he looked a bit haggard.
"Well, judging from the way | fed and the way you look, I'd say we're both in trouble.”

He amiled. "I've been pulling double duty for the past twenty-four hours.”

The Doman camein now. "How is he doing, Gerad?'

Burton gave him awry look. "Oh, he's definitely feding better.”

"Y ou forgot to observethat | am awake," | said.

"What does that mean?' He addressed the question to Dr. Burton instead of me.

" After-effects of shock and blood loss," wasthe less than solemn reply.

Lupé limped into the cubicle area. "Hey, you're awake."

"Ah," | sghed, "much better."

"What?"

"Methought | heard avoice cry, 'Sleep no more!' " | rasped.

" 'Macbeth doth murder deep," " the Doman murmured.

"l need to reduce his pain medication,” the doctor muttered.

The cat merrowed again.

| looked around the room. " So what happened?’

"Wewere hoping you could tell us," Pagdlovitch said.

Burton leaned in. "What do you remember?’

| told them.

It took awhile with many sips of water. | had to stop and rest my throat at the point where | was
tossed in the trunk of the other limousine.

"Three nights ago," the Doman said, "the bell was rung at the service entrance at about three o'clock
in the morning. Someone had driven that limousine to the kitchen loading dock and Ift it there with the
keysin theignition and the motor running. Y ou were in the backseat, smelling heavily of blood and garlic.

"The handkerchief they knocked me out with, it was soaked in garlic ail "



"The otherswerein the trunk."

"Others?'

He nodded. " Three men and awoman.”

"Dead?"

"Yes"

"So who drove?'

"That'swhat wed like to know. We'd aso like to know who administered your first aid.”

"Hra ad?'

"Somebody cut your throat, Christopher. From ear to ear. Were you completely human, you would
have been dead in seconds. Were you undead, the wound would have temporarily inconvenienced you.

Instead, you fell somewherein between. When we found you someone had used duct tape to close your
throat.”

"Duct tape?’

"Not exactly standard trestment, but effective under the circumstances,” Burton said.
"Duct tepe?'

"And there was blood on your face and in your mouth.”

| reached up and felt the line of scar tissue around my neck.

"But it seemed atypical for even awound such as yours so we took samples and Dr. Mooncloud's
anayss determined that the blood wasn't yours.”

"Waan't mine?"'

"Mogt of it, anyway. Do you remember any of this?'
| shook my head. "Duct tape?"

"Isthere anything dse you cantdl us?'

| nodded and told them the lagt little bit with the exception of seeing the face of the old man. For
some reason my mouth wouldn't work when | got to that part.

"It wasamob hit," the Doman said.

| stared at him.

"The New Y ork enclave has mob ties and they've been moving againgt some of the other demesnes
this past year."

"Mob ties?'

"Wewere ableto ID two of the bodiesin the trunk. Hitters from New Y ork.”

"Hitters?'

"Apparently, they were under ordersto bring you back dive, if possble; put you down if they
couldn't."

"Put medown?"

"They nailed Damien before you came out. Y ou were aready on our doorstep before Elizabeth knew
anything was wrong. So the question is: who took down four members of aNew Y ork black bag team
and saved your life by closing the wound, giving you fresh blood—apparently from one of the assassins
while they were dill dive—and left you on our doorstep in timefor usto pull you through the rest of the
way?'

Now | really wanted to tell them about the old man—»but, for some reason, | couldntt.

| reached up and felt my throat again. "Duct tape?"

| dept and when | woke again the cat was deegping on my stomach and Dr. Burton was standing at
the end of my bed, checking my chart. The presence of acat draped across his patient didn't seem to



trouble himinthelesst.

"Where's Dr. Mooncloud?' | croaked.

"Gone." He closed the clipboard and rehung it on the metd footboard.

He came around to the side of my bed, dipping the ends of his stethoscopein hisears. "A problem
came up and the Doman sent her out of town.” He pulled the covers back, disturbing the cat. "Which |
doubt he would have doneif your lifewas ill in any danger.”" He dipped the stethoscope's metd bell
down insde my hospitd gown. "Inhde."

"What kind of problem?" | asked after | exhaled again. "Another retrieval ?'

Burton shook hishead. "I serioudy doubt it." He moved the digphragm. "Breathe in. Nobody briefed
me, but it sounded more like a search and destroy mission. Let it out.”

"New York, agan?'

"Naw. Breathe in. Another rogue surfaced. Happened a couple of days ago and there's dready three
people dead. The Doman figures the sooner this one's stopped—Dbreathe out—the better, and we don't
daretaketimefor niceties. Sit up.”

He helped me bend forward. There waslittle pain, now, but | was till asweek as akitten.

The cat looked at me and merrowed.

"Who dsewent?'

He did the digphragm down my back. "Bregathe in. She took Garou and Bachman—which reminds
me: she left something for you. Let it out. Now cough.”" Hefinished the cursory examination by checking
my blood pressure and my temperature. "I'd like another blood sample, but after nearly four days of

pumping it back into you, you still don't seem to be able to spare any.” He handed meacup and, as|
brought it tomy lips, | felt afamiliar explosion of sdivaflood my mouth.

“It'sblood!"

He smiled reassuringly. "Think of it asmedicine.”

"It'snot medicine, it's blood!"

"It'swhat had kept you alive these past four daysand | can't guarantee you afull recovery without it!"

"It'snot human blood, isit?1 told Dr. Mooncloud—and | told the Doman—that | wouldn't ever
drink human blood!"

"Come now, Mr Csgjthe; don't you think you're being unnecessarily dramatic? Y ou've aready
ingested human blood: you wouldn't be here now if you hadn't. And whet isthe differenceif your body
absorbsit through aneedlein your vein or if you takeit oraly?’

| stared back at him.

"I'll tell you the only red, the only important difference. Y our new metabolic structureis ableto
absorb and utilize it more efficiently when you drink it."

| started to open my mouth, but he walked out of the room. He returned amoment later, saying:
"Spare me your superstitious religious dogmeas. If you're a Chrigtian, here." He handed me a paperback
Bible. "Read the sixth chapter of the Gospel according to St. John. The drinking of blood is at the very
heart of the Chrigtian religion.”

| could have argued the true use and interpretation of that particular ritua, but | was exhausted.

"Look," he picked up the cup and pushing it into my free hand, "this was contributed willingly. No
onedied, no one suffered, nothing was taken againgt anyone'swill. Thisisthe purewill of nature, itselixir
of life. Think of it asagift."

Inthe end it was not hiswords but my thirst and the craving of my weakened body that convinced
meto drink.



"Get somerest now.” He took the empty cup from my trembling hand.
"You said Lupé had |eft something for me," | said as he started to leave.
"What? Oh! Not Ms. Garou. . . ." He opened the drawer in the nightstand and produced asmall,

wrapped box with an envel ope attached. "Thisisfrom Ms. Bachman.” He pulled the curtains closed as
he exited the cubicle.

The cat shifted its position and turned to watch me as | opened the envelope. For amoment | flashed
on the note I'd found in my room just hours—no—days ago, now. But the |etter inside wasin different
handwriting with adifferent message:

Dear Chris,

| am terribly sorry about what has happened. Even though Damien was technically responsible for
security that night, | fed that | should have been out there when it happened. Can you ever forgive me?

| tried to donate some of my blood for your recovery but old "Dr. Moony™ istill on her kick about
not letting you have any nasty ol vampire blood.

The Doman is sending us out on amission that should take somewhere between threeto Sx daysso |
won't be there to help you with any "therapy” (hint, hint). But | have arranged for some specid "get well”
medicinewhile I'm gone. Theinitiation isinevitable so rdlax and enjoy it! (I certainly would!)

| also got you something that you redlly need. If it doesn't fit well do anew set of moldswhen | get
back. Gotta go, now. Get well soon, and welcometo the family.

Love,

Liz—

P.S. Don't forget what | told you about knowing who your friendsare. . . .

The cat was Staring at meintently as| refolded the letter and stuffed it back into the envelope.
"Parentheses” | said. "Hint, hint," | said. "Wéll, a least she doesn't dot her i'swith little hearts or happy
faces.

The cat merrowed.

| tore the wrapping paper off the box and opened it. | pulled Bachman's gift out of the cotton batting
and held it up to examineit.

"Wl I'll be damned!" Under the circumstances, | probably was anyway.

Bachman had taken my denta molds and had someone—someone very good, | had to admit—make

apartia plate to match my upper teeth in front. It was designed to fit over my redl teeth likeamovie
appliance—the kind that actors wear when their parts cal for adifferent dentd effect from their own.

| could tell that, even with my limited knowledge of the craft, someone had crested an artigtic
magterpiece: up close, the detail wasincredibly lifelike and redlistic. They looked just like my
teeth—except that the two canines or "eye-teeth” were three-quarters of an inch long, dightly curved . . .

... and very, very pointed.

The cat got up and walked up my chest for a closer look.

"Y ou want to see? Okay." | checked the appliance thoroughly: it was clean. | eased it up and over
my upper, front teeth.

It was a perfect fit. Therewasasmal tube of dentd fixativein the box but the gppliancefit sowell, |
didn't seem to need any kind of adhesive.

"What do you think?" | asked the cat. Surprisingly, there was no difficulty or discomfort in talking
beyond my aready sore throat.

The cat merrowed approvingly.

Asl turned to lay the box and envel ope on the nightstand | remembered the Bible that now lay in my
lap. | hesitated, feding fatigue drag at my eyelids with leaden curtain-pulls, but curiosity won out for the



momernt.

| opened it to the fourth gospel and began skimming the sixth chapter. | found the reference beginning
with thefifty-third verse:

Then Jesus said unto them, Verily, verily, | say unto you, Except ye eat the flesh of
the Son of man, and drink his blood, ye have no lifein you

Whoso eateth my flesh, and drinketh my blood, hath eternal life; and | will raise
him up in the resurrection of the just at the last day.

For my flesh is meat indeed, and my blood is drink indeed.
He that eateth my flesh, and drinketh my blood, dwelleth in me, and I in him.

Asthe living Father hath sent me, and I live by the Father; so he that eateth me,
even he shall live by me.

Thisisthat bread which came down from heaven; not as your fathers did eat
manna, and are dead; he that eateth of this bread shall live forever.

| closed the Bible dowly and pressed the control to lower the upper haf of the bed, again. | was
tired and confused—

"Ohthyit!"
And | had just bitten my tongue with my new teeth.

Chapter Ten

Theinterior of thebarnisdark.

Its only illumination comes from sniglets of sunlight shining through smadl gapsin thewallsand roof,
projecting galactic maps on the black, earthen floor. A fresh billow of smoke roils overhead and the
gaaxy at my feet dimsasif swallowed by somevast, dark nebula.

| hesitate on the threshold, my eyes straining to seeinto the unknown, my nogtrilsflaring at an
unplessant smdl . .. anold smell.

A dead smell—
| came awake quickly for achange.

My watch on the nightstand said that it was 10:53. a.m. or p.m.? It was one of those rare occasions
that | regretted not switching to digitd.

| closed my eyesfor amoment and, once again, some arcane sense kicked in, telling me that the sun
was up: am. Most of the Doman's "people”’ would be deeping now with only a skeleton crew on duty.



Now that conjured an interesting image. . . .

| used the bedside contral to fold me up to agtting position. Asthe cat scrambled to safety, |
considered my options. Asin Henley's Invictus, | had dways aspired to be "the master of my fate, the
captain of my soul." Lately, | hadn't done much better than "cabin boy." It wastime to make some
changes.

It wastime to take mattersinto my own hands.

It was time to go to the bathroom before| did anything ese.

| tossed the covers asde, swung my legs over the side of the mattress, and was confronted with my
first mgor obstacle: unhooking the Texas-sized catheter.

When it was done | pulled the ruined pillow from my teeth and spat out amouthful of festhers. A
wooden stake through the heart might mean certain death, but now | knew that there were worse things.

| wobbled to my feet and lurched over to thetiny, standing closet for arobe and dippers. Then, more
comfortably atired, feding more dert and less drafty, | shuffled down the empty ward and out into the
hallway in search of the bathroom.

Fortunately, it wasn't far and there was no one about to herd me back to bed.

There was asingle shower stall and | washed up after | was done. It felt good to be clean again. It
felt even better to be up, out of bed, and doing something that wasn't required and monitored by

somebody else.

Wiping the condensation from the mirror, | stared at my vague, ghodtlike reflection. Concentrate! |
thought. | amhere! | exist! As| stood there, leaning over the sSink and propping myself up with trembling
arms, | force-fed the concept of my corpora redity into my resisting mind.

Sowly, my mirror image took on grester solidity.

| was thinner, now, and there were shadows beneath my eyes. My flesh had a pallid, dmost
trangparent appearance: | looked half dead.

But the scar that circled my throat was aready fading. Maybe | was getting better. Or undeader.

I'm ready for my close-up, now, Mr. DeMille.

Another thought occurred.

If the disappearance of my reflection was truly tied to psychologica and psionic feedback, why had it
started to fade back before | actually knew that | was becoming avampire? Had my subconscious
caught on severa weeks before the truth was accepted by my conscious mind? | had alist of questions
for Dr. Mooncloud when she got back.

If | wasdtill here. . . .

A wave of vertigo rolled over meand | clutched at the countertop to steady mysdlf. Timeto be
getting back in bed.

My own bed, | decided.

Except that bed and the suite that | occupied was just as much the Doman's property as the hospital
bed | had just vacated. It seemed there was nothing | could truly call my own anymore. Not even my life.

Any question of escape wasfindly gone. | would be leaving. Soon. But first | needed to concentrate
on getting well and learning as much as| could about the mutations that were changing me, body and
brain. | rebelted my robe and opened the door, deciding that | was going to have to display amore
complacent and cooperative attitude until | had what | needed and was ready to leave.

"Ready to leave?' Suki was standing there, outside the bathroom door, with awheel chair ready and
waiting.

"Um," | sad.

Shetook my hand. "It'stime to get you back up and on your feet," she said, paradoxically pushing
me down into the seat. "Feet up." She adjusted the footrests under my dippers. "Ready?



"For what?'

"Herewe go." She started off down the hal. We went past the hospital areaand on down to the
eevator.

The doors opened and its diminutive operator leaned forward on his high stoal. "Fraulein Suki, Herr
Csgthe; Grisse."

"Guten Tag, Herr Hinzdmann," Suki said.

"Guten Morgen," | muttered.

"Und wie befinden wir sich?" the hiitchen asked me as he pulled the levers and we started up.

"Well, Hinzie," | groused, "judging by theway | fed and the way you look, I'd say that 'we' are both
introuble.

Suki leaned over and murmured, "Never let agood line go to waste, do you?' To the old house
gorite she said: "Ignore him, Hinzie; he's cranky when he hasn't had enough.”

"Enough?' | tried to twist my head to look &t her. "Enough what?'
"Er tut mir leid.”

"Well, don't be," | said. "It may betruethat | am alittle—cranky—right now. But | am on the mend.”
| dumped in thewhedchair. "Thank you for asking."

"Bitte sehr," hesaid primly. "And you, Fraulein Suki," he continued. "What hasyou up & this
ungodly hour of the morning?"

"Him," she said asthe elevator cameto astop. "The Doman said he's taking too long to heal. So,
we've decided to kick him out of the hospita, back into his own bed, and go to the next phase of
trestment.”

"Und wie steht esmit Deirdre?"

"I don't know," she said, helping me maneuver the chair out of the antique lift. "Only time will tell.”
"Christopher!™ It didn't sound like my name at first; it sounded more like an ancient door on rusty
hinges. Then | saw the seamed and wart-riddled features of the house chamberlain. She smiled aterrible
smile: while sharks have three rows of teeth, the aguane bardly qudified as having one, yet the effect was

amilar.

"BasaAndrée," | said, trying to smile back and desperately hoping that she wouldn't try to hug me or
wish me a speedy recovery through any other tactile means.

"Good to see ye up and about, lad!" She came toward me, but her attention shifted to Suki. " Tisdll
done, milady; even ashimsdf requested.”

"Thank you, Basa," she said. "Isthe packagein place?’

"l understand that itison itsway."

"Good."

The aguane turned back to me. "Isthere anything | can get for you, my boy?"

"Y eah, hang a'do not disturb’ sign on my door for the next forty-eight hours.”

"Ah, you're awonder, laddie-buck," she cackled. " 'tis aready a done ded."

Suki whedled me on down the hdl until we came to my door. Basa-Andrée opened it with akey
from aprodigious ring and Suki pushed meinsde.

Though thelights were off, she easily navigated the chair through the darkened gpartment, bringing
me into the bedroom. | waved off any assstance as| clambered out of the wheelchair and sat on the
edge of the bed.

"Isthereanything | can get you?'

| started to say no and send her on her way, but then | remembered my research. "As amatter of
fact, thereis." | quickly explained my needsin terms of establishing a common database of information.



"So, at thispoint | primarily need agood PC with plenty of hard disk space, amodem, and agood
scanner with OCR software.”

"| think we can provide you with something in those areas." She sat on the bed, next to me. "Chris. . .

"y e’
"You—" she hestated "—you have alot of anger inyou."
A flip response didn't come readily to mind, so | just nodded.
"Terrible things have happened to you. Terrible things have been done to you. Y ou have aright to be
angry.”
No arguments here.

"But you are not alone. Mogt of us under the Doman's protection are here because terrible things
have been done to us, too. We are adl prisoners here. We are trapped by the nature of what we have
become. And most of us did not ask to become what we are.”

And what are we? | wondered.

"Wearevictims" shesaid. "Victimswho are trying to survive as best we can, without producing
more victimsin that day-after-day process.”

"Practicdly impossible, isn't it?" | said.
"Yes. Yes, itis. Natureis one vast food chain and life feeds upon life. Here, in the Northwest, the

Doman ingsts that we take nothing except by invitation, use only what we need, and waste nothing. We
practice ahigher morality than most of theworld at large.”

"Y ou shear the sheegp and sparethe lambs,” | said.
"Weaedl sheep," shesad, risng, "and dl fleshisgrass.”
"Y ou're mixing your metgphors.”

She folded the wheelchair and left it by the doorway. "I know that you are angry. Y our body has
been violated by changes that you cannot reconcile with the life you knew, the life that society has taught
and molded you to live. Now you must face new truths, new lawsthat the world hidesfrom al but a
hendful of humanity.

"We did not make you thisway. We did not choose this path for you. We cannot help the fact that
your body now requires blood for sustenance. But it isan implacable law that Nature assignsto your
changed circumstances. Resist it, fight it if you will, but do not blame those of usthat share the curse and
seek to help you learn the new rules of surviva."

| was suddenly ashamed.

"I must degp now." She amiled from the doorway. "I will see you tonight if you have rested well. In
the meantime, try to do those thingswhich will help you to hedl. Rest now. And later . . . drink deep.”

And shewas gone,

| sat there for awhile, thinking about what she had said. Congtructive anger, properly focused was
onething. Throwing tantrums was something ese, again. | would still leave when the opportunity came.
But perhaps| did have friends here. Perhaps there were those who did not carry their own motiveslike a
hidden dagger.

But | wouldn't think any more about it, right now.
| untied the robe and dropped it on the floor.

No. I'd think about it tomorrow. . . .

| pulled back the covers and crawled under them.
After dl, tomorrow was another day. . . .

| fluffed my pillow with my fidt.



...ornight. ..

| closed my eyes.

... and maybe I'd go back to Tara.

"Oh, fiddle-de-dee," | murmured. And fell adeep.
Now the darkness of the barn is merciful.

| can seethe cow, lying onitsSde. See the great gash that has opened up its belly. Sats of dusty
sunbeams bisect the spill of entrails, but most of the gore and details are till lost in the darkness.

| hesitate at the edge of ared tidal pool that trickles toward my feet. A hand graspsmy arm and |
turn to see the silhouette of aman brandishing abloody knife.

| came awake, gasping for air, my ssomach cramping meinto asitting position. In that long moment
of leaving the dream behind, | was partidly blind, partialy deaf: | did not notice movement or sound until
avoice spoke.

"Y ou were having anightmare.”

| didn't jump or flinch: nothing was asfrightening as that half-buried memory that crept closer and
closer eachtime| closed my eyes.

A woman sat at the edge of my bed. In the darkness | had only her voice and vague outline to serve
for clues.

Jennifer?

| looked again, something subtle shifting at the back of my eyes. The bedroom's topography was
now evident in patterned greyscae, the furniture layout in dark blue and grey geometric shapes. The
woman, hersdlf, flickered like a bright flame: white surrounded by concentric layers of yellow then orange
then red in avague, humanoid shape. | shivered as| redized that my night vison was evolving into an
infrared targeting system.

"Whoisit?" | asked carefully.

"Deirdre." She reached out and awarm hand caressed my cool, clammy forehead.
Deirdre? "What are you doing here?'

"l am hereto take care of you. Think of me asyour nurse.”

"l don't need anurse.”

"You're till weak and your wound is not entirely healed. The Doman saysthat thisadifficult and
dangeroustime for you. | want to help.”

"I don't need help. | need rest. Why don't you run along and spend your time with—" | caught
myself. | was about to say "with Damien” when | remembered that her vampire lover was dead,
murdered by the same hitmen who had nearly killed me. "—I'm sorry."

She reached over and switched on the bedside lamp, bumping my vision back into norma mode.

Most so-caled redheads actually favor the orange spectrum. Here, hair, lips and nails were the color
of blood, degp red and vibrant in hue. Alabaster skin with no visible flaws. China blue eyes, made bluer
by the sheen of tears and the shadows of deepless nights, looked back at me, through me, beyond me.

"Heloved me, you know," she said. "Heredlly loved me."

And who could blame him?1 thought.

"Y ou're probably thinking that I'm a beautiful woman—why wouldn't he?' she said.
All thisand psychic dilities, too.

"Beauty isoverrated." She laughed. It was a short, haf-hearted thing. "Oh, | know that it'sjust the
sort of thing that beautiful people sometimes say and it sounds incredibly self-centered and boorish. But it
isawal between us. A mask. A facade.”

Shewasrattling. It was obvioudy an old argument for her and | made no reply: she had an



understandable need to talk.
"Give meyour foot,” shesad.
| stared at her. "What?"'
"I'm your nurse and thisis phase one of your therapy. Besides, it gives me something to do." She

gave me ahard look. "I've had nothing to do for four days. | need to do something. Anything." She
blinked. "So give meyour foot."

| extended my right foot and she took it into her warm grasp. | was reminded again of the widening
difference in our body temperatures.

"Welivein aworld that values beauty, rewardsit asif it were avirtue or the product of great |abor
and achievement. It can be, | suppose,” she said, sighing, working her thumbs up the sole of my foot.
"But it'smostly the result of good genes.”

Her fingers worked their way around and over my instep, moving toward my ankle. There her thumb
massaged the outer perimeter, the juncture of the talus and the end of the fibula: my attention began to
didealittle

"Don't get mewrong,”" she continued, "1'm not whining about what aburden it isto be atractive. I'm
just pointing out that alot of peoplewill treat you like mest or like art or like dl their fondest fantasies or
the embodiment of their own lack of self-esteem. When you find someone who treatsyou like ared
person, it can be specid.”

"That's how it waswith Damien,” | said.

Deirdre nodded. "Here." She pushed on my leg. "Roll over and let me do your back."

"Therapy." | 9ghed and complied. Maybe she would get to the other foot | ater.

"He had lived long enough to have gotten past the value systems that most men apply when looking at
awoman. Helooked at meand saw . . . me. Not just aface or abody. He looked at me as aman and
saw more than just sex or atrophy. And he looked at me as avampire and saw more than just food and
drink. He. . .saw ... me!" Her voice was decidedly unsteady.

A long silence ensued while she worked her hands up and down my spine.

"S0, how did you meet?

"At thelibrary. Late one night, just before closing. | went there by chance that particular night. It
turned out that he was there on aregular basis—three or four evenings aweek. He said it wasasign: he
was reading Keats and looked up and saw me."

" 'Endymion'?" | asked, trying to visudize avampirewith alibrary card.

"Y es. How did you know?"

"'A thing of beauty isajoy forever:
itslovelinessincreases; it will never
passinto nothingness.' "

| nodded into my pillow. "It wasasgn.”

"Wdll, | was attracted by his beauty, too. We'redl tied to that prgjudicia first glance. It'sthe second
look and the third that weighs us and our vaue systems.”

"Wasit difficult? Loving someone who was old before you were young and would remain young long
after you were old?'

"We never had thetimeto find out. A few years. what isthat in the scheme of human lifetimes, much
lessthose of immortals? Hetried to bring meover. . ."

"Over?'



"| asked. | wanted to live forever. Who wouldn't? But it wasn't just selfishness on my part. | wanted
us to be together. | didn't want him tied to awoman whose body grew older and more infirm asthe years
passed. And | wanted to share hislife, hisworld. . . ."

"Y ou wanted to become avampire,” | said.

"Morefor him than for anything e se. And he agreed, even knowing it might well mean the end of
passion for us."

"The end of passon?'

She worked on my shoulders before answering. "A coldness setsin when you become undead. Not
just acoldness of the flesh, though that is particularly evident, but amore subtle coldness, aswell. Sexua
gratification becomes a pae subgtitute for the gratification of blood and many male vampires become
impotent unlessthey couple whilein the act of feeding. They—male and femae—are drawn to usfor the
warmth of our flesh aswell as the nourishment of our blood. It israre that the wampyr experiencered
passion with one another. Marriages or relationships that predate their transformationsrarely survive as
anything more than intellectud aliances”

"But Damien was willing to make you into what he had become and risk that.” | didn't phraseit asa
question.

"Hefet it would be best for me, if not for us. He waswilling to risk that wonderful intengity that we
had found in one another. . . ."

"But he wasn't able to—to—bring you over."

"No.

"Wetried everything.” | felt the shrug of her shoulders tel egraphed through her hands. "For someitis
enough to be bitten just once. Others do not change until there have been many feedings. An exchange of
blood—once thought to be fool proof in passing the condition—isn't. Damien gave me his blood many
times. It cameto nothing. The only other possibility wasthat life was too strong to permit the unlife to
take hold: that he would haveto drink of me until life wasno longer abarrier.”

"Youwould haveto die
"Yes" shesad. "And hewouldn't permit that. There was no certainty to the theory and he refused to
risk loang mefor dl time." She gave ashort, sharp, bitter laugh. "He was worried about losng me!™

There was nothing | could say that wouldn't sound trite or banal, so | lay there and let her work her
fingers up and down my back. Impotence now joined insanity on thelist of potentia deficitsto my
transformation. But the skill of her fingers and the weariness of my own not yet recovered body
conspired againgt any further contemplation.

My mind drifted and, to my shame, | dozed.

"I need your help!" he says.
So focused am | on the bloody knife that he hasto repeat himself, shouting the second time.

Hetugs on my arm with his other hand and pulls meinto the growing puddle of blood. The cow
struggles weskly, producing crosscurrents to the feeble tides that are clocked by itsfailing bovine heart.

There is something else, now; here, in the darkness, beside the dying beast. A dark shape
surrounded by alake of red and the spangled beams of dotted sunlight, huddled in the darkest part of the
barn. It shifts and hisses. And smells of woodsmoke and burned pork.

"Take off your shirt and lie down!" the man commands. A beam of sunlight bounces back from the
blade of the bloody knife and dazzles me. Though he loosens his grip upon my arm | can no longer see
well enough to evade him.

Something shifts on the ground, near my feet, and the cow bellowsfearfully.

A miasma of death and terror rises up from the blood, thick and choking. | do not want to be here,



to do thisthing!
| am &fraid for my lifel And for more than my life. . ..

But gl and bitterness and dread have seized my heart, my mind, my limbs, and | cannot find the
ability to do anything beyond what | am told. | do not remember taking off my shirt. | can hardly bear to
think about lowering mysdlf into the viscerd stew that clotsthe earth, here. But | am sSitting now, staring
up at the dark silhouette of the man with the bloody knife. | put my hand out to steady mysdlf and
something cold and wet and hungry comes up out of the blood-spattered ground to grasp my armin an
irongrip!

| sobbed and sobbed, trying to purge my heart, my very soul of the dudge of terror and shame. The
gory mud of that barn floor still seemed to cling to me here, more than ayear later and a haf a continent
away. Chilled to the marrow, | clung to the warm softness asif my life depended onit.

But my lungs needed air and, at last, | had to lift my face from the folds of warm terry cloth to catch
my breath. | looked up into an angdl's face: compassionate blue eyes and perfect features with radiant
skin, framed by hair the color of holy fire.

Derdre.

Shewas kneeling on the bed, holding me as| wept against her shoulder.

| struggled to compose mysdlf. To pull away. "I'm sorry,” | said. "It wasjust anightmare.”

She refused to rdease me from her embrace. "Istha what you still think itis? A smple nightmare?
"I'm okay now," | said, trying to reassure myself more than her.

"Y ou're not okay," she whispered, bringing her cheek to mine. "Y ou've been to the grave and
back—not just once, but twice. Y ou've not only lost your own life, but the lives of thoseyou love.” Her
armstightened around me. "1 want to help. I'm here for you."

| embraced her in return, as much to keep my balance asto reciprocate her kindness. That'swhen |
noticed that she was wearing my robe.

And that someone had replaced the lamplight with candidlight while | dept.
| turned my head to look at her. Her face turned to mine. Our lips met.
We kissed.

| should have enjoyed it. | understood enough about death and loss to know that we sometimes seek
oblivionin physica distraction. That we hold back the darkness with life-affirming acts of procrestion.

And that, as Harry Chapin used to sing, "loving anyone was a better placeto be."
Stll. . . "Why?' | asked, asshereleased my lips.

"We can help each other," she whispered. "Maybe heal each other alittle.” Her hand came up and
caressed my face. "Y ou need me. Need what | can give you. What | can do for you.

"And | need you. | need you to need me," she continued with alook of desperation. "L et me Stay
with you. Let me do thisfor you." She reached down and pulled the sash on therobe. It fell openand |
felt my protestsdieon my lips.

My mind schismed: it had been ayear. Jennifer wasdead. . . .

Isshe?

She must be. The dead don't—

Don't what? Come back? Sunder their graves? Rise from their coffins?

If she'salive, why is she hiding in the shadows? Why doesn't she cometo me?

| don't know, the old mordity monitor whispered, but God wouldn't likeit. . . .
The fear, the uncertainty was washed away on asudden flood of anger.

God letsmy wifeand little girl diein an awful car crash and sparesme so | can dowly turninto a
mongter: do you think | redlly give adamn what God likes?



| did my hands from her armsto her sides, felt the splay of ribs beneath silky muscles, the warmth of
human flesh. | opened my mouth to speak and she leaned forward, parting her own lipsagain: | fet the
inquiry of atongue. Thetenson buildingindl of my muscles

| experienced acurious heat flush throughout my entire body as shefell back and pulled me down
with her. Now | was on top, pinning her down to the bed with the weight of my body, my hands grasping
her wrids. | stared down at her, taking it dl in: the throbbing pulse at the base of her creamy throat, her
breasts now dightly flattened and lolling indolently to either Sde, therise and fall of her somach, the
warm, firm fed of her flesh, waiting, anticipating. . .

"Lovesmyderiesin soulsdo grow," Donne penned in "The Ecstasy,” "Bt yet the body is hisbook."
Harlequin, take me away.

"Takeme" she murmured.

"No." | sad it without conviction.

"Don't you want me?"

Oh God, yes! | wanted her like nothing | had ever wanted before. But. . .

"Itisn't sex," | said hoarsdly.

"I know," shewhispered. "Sex isjust foreplay for thered thing."

It was alust worse than concupiscence. It was appetite beyond lust. It was the Hunger.

"Biteme," she commanded.

And | might have. Surrendered right then and there. But: "'l can't.” | had not grown the necessary
fangs. | came up on my knees, gasping for air and for need.

"You can." She sat up and fumbled in the pocket of the robe. "Here." She handed me afamiliar box.
| opened it and stared at the denta appliance with its gleaming, razor-sharp fangs. "Put it on." She
handed a small tube of denta adhesiveto me.

Itwasdlly.
It wassick.

"Put it on." Her voice wasthick with need. "Now." Her tone, ingstent, commanding. Pleading.
"Pleasal”

| was without thewill to resist her. | did as she bade me, trying to bury the likeness of other
memories—other times, other occasions, when | had to suspend passion and fumble to put something on.

She shrugged the robe from her shoulders and leaned toward me. "Please,” she whispered. "'l need
this as much asyou do. More!™

Her hand was behind me head, pulling me down and toward her. Her shoulder rose to meet my lips.
"Biteme! "

Had | been more experienced, lessreluctant, | would have doneit quickly. Instead, | opened my
mouth asif to kiss the smooth flesh over the trapezius muscle, catching her collarbone with my lower jaw.
Asl| felt the points of the teeth meet the resistance of skin, | hesitated, then brought my arms around her,
my right hand cradling the back of her head. She stiffened, tilting her head back as the fangs dimpled her
flesh. Asthe points broke the skin, she sighed. Tilting her head back, as | eased deeper into her shoulder,
she shuddered. | could tell now that the downess of the penetration was more painful, yet she seemed
glad of it, welcoming the hurt.

Asthe blood welled up into my mouth she pushed against me with alanguid movement. "Harder,"
she breathed into my ear. "Suck me. Drink me."
The heat of her flesh waslike the sun, warming me, driving the winter from my bones. | could smell

her, the perfume of skin and fragrance of perspiration and secret thingsfilled my head like an olfactory
intoxicant. The press of her breasts againgt my chest carried the stroke of each heartbesat into my own



flesh with amaddening, rhythmic caress.
And the blood. . .

It filled my mouth like warm, megty honey. | swallowed and it poured down my throat like boiling
wine, sizzling and bubbling and burning a path to my very core. A furnace opened degp within me, filling
mewith divine brightness.

"Harder," she hissed, dinging to me with afrightening strength. "Bite me again. Harder, deeper.”
| pulled back, tearing the wound alittle. "I don't want to hurt you!"

"l want you to hurt me! | need you to hurt me!" She arched her back and pulled my head lower.
"Biteme! Here!"

| pressed my faceto her gloriousflesh; became blind.

And obedient.

Therewere no dreamsthistime: | dept like the dead. The nightmare camewhen | finally awoke.
Blood.

| cameto mysdf lyinginapool of red. But there was no barn, no dying beast, no knife-wielding
madman. | wasin my room, on my bed.

Deirdre was beside me.

Shelay in quiet repose, face tranquil, eyes closed, lipslocked in agentle smile. Her ivory skin
seemed dl the whiter, now, marked with red blooms where she had urged my kisses and surrounded by
sheets, stained the color of her lipsand hair. One arm was tucked up under the pillow, the other plunged
beneath a corner of the bedclothes that |apped at her side like atide rolling out at sunset.

There had come amoment of lucidity in the midst of the passion, the madness, when | had paused,
my mouth dripping, to ask, "Why?"'

"| told you that | came to nurse you back to health," she had gasped. And then pulled me back to her
breast to do just that.

Perhaps | had known the answer to my question even better than she. But al | could think of wasthe
heeat of her flesh, warming melikeahearth fire.

| reached down to cover her the rest of her nakedness, touched her shoulder.
It was cold.
And | knew.

Perhaps | had known in that moment when shefirst cameto me. But | went through the pantomime,
anyway: | searched for a pulse at her throat, pulled back eyelids, prodded pressure points. She was cold,
lifdess. An empty husk, itsformer contents drained and flown.

The warmth that she had so recently gifted me was suddenly gone.
As| reached down to reclose her eyes, | tried to recall the passage from Endymion.
But dl | could remember were the words of Archibald MacLeish:

Beauty is that Medusa's head

which men go armed to seek and sever.
It is most deadly when most dead,

and dead will stare and sting forever.



Chapter Eleven

"You need to deep.”

"I don't want to deep.” | wasirritated that | hadn't heard Suki come into the library.

"It's been three days. Abusing yoursdlf like thisisn't going to bring her back."

Maybe nat, | thought. But maybe | can hold back the nightmaresjust alittle longer. "I'll deep when
I'm damn good and ready!"

"It'snot your fault,” she said. "It was something that she wanted to do and we had given her our
blessing. No one thought she'd take it that far.”

"Weve dready had thisdiscussion.” | moved the scanner down another page, the LEDS seeming to
devour the text in agreenish glow. "By the way, the equipment's great. The optica character recognition
software interfaces perfectly with the scanner and the word processing program. And where did you find
anotebook computer with atwo-gigabyte hard drive?"

She crossed her armsin front of her. "We have our resources and you are avoiding the subject.”

"And you are ating the obvious: | dready told you that | have no intention of discussing thisfurther.
Case closed, thank you again for the equipment, and get out.”

She went, damming the door behind her.

| finished scanning atrandation of M. Philip Rohr's 1679 treatise, Dissertatio de Masticatione
Mortuorum, and set it aside. The stack of tomes|eft to be scanned was definitely dwindling and | would
soon be done with this phase of my research. | opened acopy of Sir Richard Burton's Vikran and the
Vampire or Tales of Hindu Devilry. Thiswasan origind first edition and | had to be careful of the
pages as | began the scanning process anew.

They told methat | was completely healed.
My neck was smooth and unblemished and | felt strength and energy coursing through my body in
unprecedented amounts.

Dr. Burton confirmed that | was obscenely hedthy—in the physica sense, anyway. He was worried,
however, about my unwillingnessto deep or talk about what had happened. After | told him that it was
none of hisdamn business, the Doman paid me avist.

"I want to show you something,” Stefan Pagelovitch said. And, as helooked into my eyes, | felt the
full force of hiswill leeching my resistance. | accompanied him without protest.

Wewalked down acorridor | had never seen before. It led to the room that served as the morgue.
He opened one of the doors set in two of the four walls and pulled out the drawer. There was aplastic
body bag on the dablike shelf and he pulled down the zipper. "Come here," he said.

| came and looked. It was the body of the woman who had distracted mein the parking lot aweek
before. The woman who had provided the switchblade that had opened my throat.

"Thistheone?'



| nodded, swallowing. The expression on her face suggested that she might have been glad to die.
He opened three more drawers, three more body bags. "Recognize any of these?"

| shook my heed. "It was dark." Not that it made ahell of alot of difference for two of them: the only
way anyone was going to identify their remains waswith dental records, and that would be adicey chore,
at best.

"A war hasbegun, | think," he murmured.
"What did thisto them?'

"And why were you spared?’

"l leed acharmed life," | said bitterly.

The Doman opened afifth drawer and pulled out therolling shelf. "Here." He opened the plastic bag
and pulled out an arm. "Look."

| looked from where | stood, too far away to see any real detall.

"Look!" the Doman repested, commanding methistime.

| shuffled forward on reluctant feet. It was apae, dender am. A familiar arm. | did not look down: |
did not want to look at the rest of her.

Pagel ovitch turned and displayed the wrist. The flesh was torn and gouged in adeep trench from the
base of the palm to nearly halfway up the forearm. "The other arm isthe same.”

| turned away.

"These are not bite wounds," he said, behind me. "Y ou didn't do thisto her. She did it to hersdlf.”

"l wasthere," | said, trying to remember, trying to forget.

"She waited until you were adegp and then removed the partia from your mouth and used it to do
thisto hersdf. Christopher, it wasn't your fault. She was ungtable. After Damien died she didn't want to
live. Y ou should be angry that she used you in thisway!"

"Youreright," | said, turning away. "l am angry.”

But it didn't do any good.

| was still being used.

She stood up, clasping her hands together nervoudy; athin, wisp of awoman with mouse brown
hair, wearing aflord print sackdress.

"My nameisMerleng" shesad, "and I'm married to alycanthrope.”

Therest of the peoplein the circle answered in unison: "Hi, Merlenel”

"l guessmost of you know me from before," she continued with awan, twitchy smile. 'Y ou werein
my first support group back when Howard was bitten and we were trying to adjust to al the changes that
weretaking place. You al weregredt. . . ."

"So wereyou, Merlene!" someone called out from the circle.

She drooped alittleless. "It was an adjustment. Actualy, the children handled it better than either of
us. They thought it was 'cool’ that Daddy was awerewolf." Shetried alittle laugh. It took alittle effort.

"l quit coming to group because | thought we had worked everything out. That wastwo years
ago—"

| allowed my mind and my eyesto wander.

Four days had gone by since | had last dept and | had used that time productively: | had typed,
scanned, or downloaded al the pertinent materias | could find on the subject of vampires and the occult
into my notebook computer. That was the easy part. Now | had to recombine and cross-reference
everything into a huge database of information. And then | would begin to cross-correlate to identify
consstencies and incongstencies. And, finaly, | would have to separate the whest from the chaff, the
factsfrom thefiction.



With any luck it would keep me extremely busy for many daysto come.

"Therewas atime when held never change voluntarily,” Merlene was saying, "only during thefull
moons, and then held stay in the house. But then he started wanting out—just for an hour or so, you
understand. | think he was just running around the neighborhood then, working off alittle nervous energy.

Asmy eyeswandered around the room | was surprised to see another familiar face. Lupé Garou
was Sitting in on tonight's encounter group session.

She hadn't gone with Mooncloud and Bachman on the Doman'slittle retrieva mission, after al.
Pagelovitch had sent Luisin her place as she was till relying on a cane when they left. Now she seemed
to be fully recovered, though we hadn't actualy spoken since Deirdre had died in my bed.

Cometo think of it, she was the only one who hadn't come around trying to tell me why it wasn't my
fault and how | shouldn't fed guilty. At least some people knew how to respect a person's privacy.

"...goneadl night!" Merlene was clearly upset and the therapist, atal, rawboned blondein atee
shirt and sweatpants stood up and put her arm about her. "Now he goes on these weekend camping
trips. . . ." She sniffed.

| stared a Lupé until shefindly glanced in my direction. | crooked my fingersin asmal, unobtrusive
wave. She looked away.

" ... checked hisrifle. It hasn't been fired in months! How can you spend every weekend, off in the
woods hunting, and not use your rifle even once?'

"Have you confronted him on thisissue?" another group member asked.

Merlene's hands were rubbing and clenching each other asif she was auditioning for the part of Lady
Macheth. "He's dways dismissing me with comments like: "What would you know about it? Or: 'Y ou
can't smell athing with that little bitty nose, so don't be telling me about whether or not this gun's been
fired!""

| looked down at the floor, wishing I'd never agreed to attend these group sessions. At thetime it
seemed away to do alittle more research and get the Doman and Suki and Dr. Burton off my back.

Someone el se asked if Howard had become abusive lately.

"Well, | don't know that it'sredly abusive," Merlene whined, "but—well—he never
likes—norma—sex anymore.”

"Y ou know you don't haveto talk about thisif you don't want to," the group leader murmured. "Buit it
might help if you could be more specific.”

"Specific?"

"Likewhat you mean by abnormd.”

| looked a my watch: at least another twenty minutes were left for tonight's session.

"He never wantsto do it like we used to,” Merlene explained nervoudy. "Now Howard saysit'sthe
missonary podtion that'sunnaturd. . . ."

That did it: | wasout of here! | tried to ease the folding chair back as| stood, but one of the legs
snagged aloosefloor tile and it tipped over with ametallic clatter.

Since aquiet, unobtrusive exit was now impossible, | turned and walked briskly toward the door.
" ... sowhen the neighbor's dog had puppies. . . ."

Assoon as| hit the hdlway | began running.

| didn't get far.

The Doman and Suki walked around the corner, coming toward me. Between them was an old man
with broad shoulders, skinny arms, and long, disagreeable fingernails. He wore camouflage fatigue pants



and an M-65 field jacket with arust-red beret. On hisfeet were apair of iron bootsthat fairly rang as
they strode across the floor.

The Doman frowned as he looked at me and | felt a sudden compulsion to turn around and go back
into the therapy session. | reversed my course.

"Ah, Mr. Csgthe," the group leader said as | reentered the room, "since you're dready up, why don't
you go next?'

| was stuck. Since my escape strategy required amore cooperative demeanor, | couldn't very well
refuse.

"My nameisChris" | mumbled, "and | . . . have adrinking problem.”

"Hi, Chris," the group chorused.

Whilel explained just exactly what it was | drank and how | perceived the nature of my problem, |
watched Pagelovitch, Suki, and the old man wak around the outside of the circle of chairs and stop to
speak quietly with Lupé. Asthey spoke, she became visibly upset and, before | knew it, they were
escorting her out of the room.

"Y es, Barnabas?' the group leader was saying.

A smallish, fine-boned man wearing a Savile Row suit was on hisfest, leaning forward with both
hands resting atop a stylish walking cane.

"I'm afraid | don't see the problem, here," he said. "Christopher, you are avampire and you just
admitted that you enjoyed the taste of human blood. So | fail to apprehend your real concern.”

"| think Chriss concern,” the therapist said, "comes from two issues. One, that he hasn't fully crossed
the Rubicon in regards to histransformation. And two, that there are various mora and religiousissuesin
his background that heis having trouble addressing.”

"I think I'm hearing atthird issue here, aswell," said agrey-haired, matronly woman to my left. "1 think
‘choice or, rather, thelack of it, isalarge part of thisyoung man's problem. Y ou don't like losing that
sense of control, do you, hon?"

"Uh, | think sdf-determination is essentid to alife of worth." And one's privacy was something to be
guarded from well-intentioned but nosey encounter groups.

"Oh, come now," replied the man with the wolfhead cane, "does anyone hereredlly believein
self-determinism once the strictures of fate and the grave take hold?!

"PallidaMors aequo pulsat pede. .. ." | murmured.

"No, | think there are choices of asort,” somebody el se was saying, "but we must acknowledge the
limitations on such choicesthat life—particularly thisform of unlife—requires.”

A smdl child said, "I'd say thisis primarily aproblem of acceptance, wouldn't you, Chris?
The therapist turned to me. "What do you think, Mr. Csgjthe? Can you at least acknowledge that

you areirreversibly in the process of transformation and that you must face spending the remainder of
your existence as avampire? Can you accept that your choices will be defined within those parameters?”

Everyone waslooking at me with expressons of expectancy.

"At least try to acknowledge the fact of your condition," she prodded. " Admit that you are now
defined by anew set of circumstances.”

"All right." | cleared my throat and they |eaned forward in their chairs.
"l suck, thereforel am.”

Obvioudy, I had along waysto go on this acceptance thing.
Something was wrong.

More than aweek had passed and Dr. Mooncloud, Elizabeth Bachman, and Luis Garou had not
returned. Lupé and Suki were nowhere to be found. The Doman was extremely busy and could not be



disturbed.

But there were undercurrents that suggested preparations were being made, councils of war held.
And, in the meantime, 1'd been assigned a babysitter.

| couldn’t go anywhere, now, without being accompanied by agreat bear of aman, named Ancho.
Ancho washig, hairy, and had long, clawlike fingernails. If you looked at him long enough you might
begin to suspect that he wasn't quite human.

And, of course, he wasn't.
"Sdvani," the aguane replied, when | findly broached the question to her.

"What'sasdvani?' My temper had recently improved: Dr. Burton was prescribing some potent
deegping pillsthat turned my days into dreamless blackouts approximating deep.

"Perhaps you are more familiar with the term ‘vivani'?"

"Of the Four Seasons fame?"

Shedidn't even blink. ™Y ou must be thinking of Frankie Vdli. The ones| am spesking of areaso
cdled 'pantegani'.”

"Doesn't ring any bells." Thetrick, | figured, was not to blink either.

" '‘Bregogtani'?"

"About Six or seven years ago—maybe."

She peered at me suspicioudy. "Y ou met abregostani Sx or seven years ago?"

| shrugged. "It was a Hungarian restaurant and they served me abowl of something that looked like a

cross between pasta and borscht. | can't remember just exactly what they called it, but it sounded
something like that."

"Ach!" Shethrew up her hands. "Non! The salvani are from the families of the dusky evesand resde
inthelower Alps”

"He'salong way from home."

She arched a scabby eyebrow. "Arent we dl, my dear?"

| went back to the library to study. While | had scanned and entered a great dedl of reference
materia into my computer, | had focused on occult mattersthat dedlt directly with lycanthropy and
vampirism. | had included references to the more obvious members of the enclave, but it seemed that
something new was popping up every day.

Ancho, of course, followed meinto the stacks.

"What'chalookin' for?' he rumbled as| puzzled over where to begin my search.

"Overview materia on eves”

"Which kind?'

"That'sjust it—" | hedtated, caught in the urge of an impending sneeze from dl the dust atop the rows

of books and piles of manuscripts. After amoment the unfinished sneeze retreated back into the nether
regions of my sinuses. "—I don't even know how many kindsthere are to begin with."

"Threg"
| turned and looked at him. "Three?"

"Yah." He shook his shaggy head up and down. "Three. Light elves, dark elves, and dusky elves. I'm
one of the dusky clan. So'smy wife."

"Y our wife?"

"Yah: BasasAndrée."

| sarted. "The aguaneisyour wife?'
"Yah. Youlook surprised.”



What should | say? That she's ugly and looks old enough to be your grandmother?"It'sjust that I'd
expect . . . thetwo of you to look moredike."

He nodded thoughtfully. "Yah. But | think it isgood that the aguane look like they do. All sdvani |
know fedl the same. Isnot my Basa beautiful ?*

"Um," | said, "I've never met awoman with so devastating an appearance.”

"Yah," he said and then dapped hisknee. "But trouble with being awater dementd issheisso ugly
when sheisout of the water."

"Um," | said again.

"Bet you had anice shave, huh?' he said, and then roared (literdly) with laughter. "Basa say anytime
you want nice bath and shave again, you just cdl her."

"Um," | said like abroken record. Time to change the subject. | cleared my throat. "Why don't we Sit
down and you tell me about these three kinds of eves, Ancho.”

"Yah, okey."

| led him to the study table and pulled out two chairs.

"Arethelight elvesthe good elves and the dark elvesthe bad elves?' | asked, flipping open my
notebook computer and switching it on.

"Light elves can be good or bad,” Ancho said. " Same with dark and dusky clans.”

"Then what isthe difference?’ The prompt came up and | opened my word processing program.

He smiled and his eyes acquired adistant focus. "Light elves are beautiful like butterfliesand
moonlight. They can changetheir form and travel through dl four dimensions. They spend muchtimein
other worlds and do not become involved in the affairs of thisworld much, | think."

| wastrying to get his answer word for word. As| typed | asked about dark elves.

He rested an elbow on the table and propped his chinin hishand. "They are more like caterpillars
than butterflies. Dark elves are crestures of the earth and make their homes under it. The rare oneswho
livein human places prefer the cellars or adark corner. If you see one, it will be the colors of the earth:
black, brown, grey—maybe red."

"And the dusty eves?'

"Dusky," he corrected. "We are the children of Nature and are bound by Her Laws. Our livesare
shaped by our homes: trees, ponds, mountains, rivers, herbs, lakes, glens—"

Out in the halway ahorn began to blare arhythmic pattern of darm.

"Fire?" | began closing computer files.

The salvani looked grim as herose to hisfeet. " Non. Isintruder dert. Comewith me."

| had barely parked my hard drive when agreat hairy hand closed on my writ. | had to switch the
computer off and lock down the LCD one-handed as he pulled me out of the library and down the
corridor. Aswe neared the elevator there was a curious chuffing sound. Thelift was coming up to our
floor and as the elevator came closer, the chuffs grew louder.

"They'reonthedevator!" | yelled at my fuzzy bodyguard.

He released my wrist and spun around, looking about wildly. Then, decisively, he ripped back the

grillwork that barred the opening to the shaft and braced himsdlf in the entryway. "Run away!" he
growled. "Hide yoursdf! Do not go to your room!"

Asthetop of the elevator appeared at floor level, the salvani dapped his huge feet on the forward
edge of itsroof. The motor began to whine as his hands pushed against the top corners of the shaft's
entrance and the musclesin hisfurry arms bunched and corded.

"Go quickly now!" he roared.
The devator was il ascending, but more dowly now: an inch of the lift was showing above the floor



line

"Y ou cannot help me!™ Ancho's massive shoulders were rising up to meet the lintel. Asthey ground
againg the top of the doorway, agrinding squeal echoed down the shaft from above: the elevator,
showing severa inches now, began to shudder and dow even more. "It isyou they arelooking for! Go!
Run and hide yoursdf!"

The barrel of asilenced gun poked blindly through the widening gap between the floor and the
elevator car's calling. A second muzzle with asilencer followed thefirst. | threw myself to the floor as
they began chuffing like an al-out race between two steam locomotives: automatic wegpons-fireraked
the upper walls and celling and ricochets whined down the halway. | rolled to the side, clutching the
notebook computer, and then scrambled on hand and knees down the side corridor.

| hit the airs at the end of the passageway and touched every third step on the way down. | almost
passed the [anding on my floor before | reconsidered.

Ancho had warned me not to go to my room. But this could be the chance | waswaiting for. |
aready had aknapsack packed and waiting for the right opportunity.

The passages near my room were empty. | crept down the hall and paused outside my door.
Listened. | couldn't hear anything stirring inside, so | opened the door and eased into the room. | 1€ft the
lights off and made a conscious effort to switch to my night vision. Again there was something like an
imperceptible click behind my eyeballs and the room resolved into a greyscale matrix. The only color was
the warm reddish flicker of my hands at the edge of my vision. Even with excitement, fear, and exertion
pumping the adrenaine, my body temperature was now lower than the human norm.

| sweypt through the rooms, packing another change of clothesand afew moreitemsin agym bag
and an over-the-shoulder |leather carrying case for the computer. Whilel wasin the bathroom packing
toiletries, there was a sound from the other room.

| moved silently through the bedroom counting on the darkness to be my marginal advantage.
Another quick visua sweep reveded no infrared Sgnatures.

It was time to |eave before company arrived.

As| shouldered the carrying case and stooped to pick up the gym bag | was knocked back against
the bed. Something was in the room: adark shape gathered itself and moved toward me again. Oddly, it
gave off insufficient heet to register on my perception of the infrared spectra.

| fell back on the bed and brought my leg up as the thing pounced. It landed on my foot and | kicked
toward my head, propelling it up and over to crash againgt the wall above the headboard. Adrendine
exploded in my body and the curious time dilation effect seemed to take hold again; perception and
reflexes accelerated.

But instead of dowing down, the dark figure recovered quickly and scrambled to itsfeet. Thistimeit
gpproached more cautioudy and | could distinguish enough of its outline to see thet it was human in
shape.

But not human enough to radiate body heet in the ninety-degree range.

It struck with inhuman quickness, grabbing my arms. | struggled in aniron grip, making no progress
until | tucked my head down and pulled so that its chest butted against the top of my skull. | snapped my
head up catching my assailant under the chin. Its head rocked back and the attacker fell away, releasing
my ams.

| was probably deding with another vampire. Since | had not completed the transformation, my
opponent was most likely stronger and faster. What had saved me so far was its conceit that humans
were easy prey: it hadn't compensated for the fact that | was no longer fully human.

| whirled and felt across the top of the dresser for some kind of weapon. Nothing. | ran into the living
room and ran my hands across my desktop. Pens, pencils, anote pad—my fingers curled around aruler
just asabody hurtled into mine from behind, smashing me into the desk. Now that hurt!



Blindly, | flung my hand back with the ruler. | was rewarded with the twin sounds of impacted flesh
and wood cracking like dry kindling. The blow had dl the effect of smacking arabid pit bull with a
flyswatter. As my attacker backhanded me across the room, | grasped the other end of the measuring
stick and wrenched it gpart: now | had two pieces of wood with jagged, broken ends. | swung the longer
piece back in my right hand, hoping that seven-plusinches of agrade school ruler was as effective a
dake as any of the standard vampire-killing variety used in the movies.

My opponent saw it coming and closed adender but powerful hand about my wrigt, effectively
stopping its forward momentum. | brought up the other piece in desperation: it was barely more than four
incheslong. The vampire grabbed it with itsright hand. Slowly, my wrists were forced together so that
they could be pinned with one hand. But asthey cameinto close proximity, one piece of the ruler crossed
the other: | saw that | had a second chance.

"Inthe name of God," | cried, trying to remember the standard cinemeatic dialog for cruciferous
encounters with the undead, "and by the power of His Son, Jesus Chris—" What came next? But
dready | fdt ahestation in the force exerted by my opponent. "—through this cross—" | struggled to
hold the two pieces of wood at right anglesto each other. "—I adjure you—" Was adjure the right
word? "—begone!" | wasn't too sure about the depth of my belief in abroken ruler at this particular
moment, but you work with what you have. "Get thee hence!” | was counting on my lant's
subconscious and Mooncloud's theories that tied vampires and clergy together with Sigmund Freud.
"Begone," | said, "foul fiend!" There waslessresstance in the vampire's grasp, now. But was that
becauseit believed in the power of Christian symbology? Or was it growing weak from laughter? What
elsewas| supposed to say? | tried reviewing Peter Cushing's Van Helsing to ChrisLees Dracula. "The
power of God commandsyou!" Olivier'sVan Helsing to Frank Langellas portrayd of the count. "The
blood of Christ commandsyou!" Anthony Hopkinsto Gary Oldham—but then my train of thought
derailed on Hopkin's performance as Hanniba Lector. So much for Coppolas version of Dracula.

"Ame-scray!" | bellowed, thrusting the makeshift crossat my assailant'sface,

Its grip fatered and the makeshift crucifix shot forward, striking shadowy flesh. Therewasahissing,
gzzling sound that wasimmediately drowned out by ablood-curdling shriek. The vampire released me,
shoving me away, and whirled backward across the room. | raised the broken ruler again, smelling
charred wood and burnt pork. The thing flinched away athough more than ten feet now separated us. |
moved toward it. "Hit theroad, Jack," | said.

With an anguished moan it scrambled aong the wall and threw open the door to the hall. The
intrusion of light momentarily dazzled me and it took a moment to readjust my vison asit fled. It was
smaller than my initid impression and wore black from head to toe like some sort of Navy SEAL ninja

There was no time to congratulate mysdlf on thistemporary victory: there was still the matter of
automatic wespons to contend with and | doubted that a crucifix—even areal one of cast sllver and
blessed by the pope—would do much good against such. | ran back into the bedroom and grabbed the
computer and my makeshift luggage. | exited my gpartment dmost asfast as my unfortunate intruder.

Andinmy haste, | ran the wrong way.

| reached adead end, but my luck was not entirely wasted: there was alaundry chute built into this
particular dead end. A burst of noise from the other end of the hall decided for me then and there: |
opened the small trapdoor and dived down the chute.

Luck waswith meagain: | fell three ories, but there was a huge pile of linens and such at the bottom
to break my fal instead of my neck. | scrambled out of the mountain of sheets, pillowcases, and various
odds and ends defying quick identification and sprinted through the deserted |aundry room.

Listening to the sound of running feet in the corridors one floor above, | descended another level and
worked my way through a subterranean passage to the basement of the castle's motor pool. There were
acouple of close cdlls, but each time | ducked back around a corner and hid in the shadows until the
voices or footsteps traveled on past.



The garage areawas empty when | arrived. There were nearly twenty vehicles parked and waiting
and, for amoment, | considered breaking open the key box and making my getaway now. But good
sense quickly prevailed. My origind plan wasto leave when most of the Doman's people were looking
the other way. Right now everyone would be on full adert and there was probably areception committee
from New Y ork waiting right outside. No, my best bet was to do as Ancho had advised: hide mysdf, lie
low, and wait for the right opportunity.

The Winnebago that had delivered me was nowhere in evidence, but a bigger motor home was
occupying three parald berths at the back of the garage. | tested the door and found it unlocked: my
luck was dtill holding. | dipped inside, closing and locking the door behind me.

The recregtiona vehicle was spacious and roomy, basically aremodeled bus. Stowing my gear ina
couple of the storage compartments revealed food stocks and suppliesloaded and ready. The
surprisingly sizable refrigerator held more than perishable foods and beverages; there was an ample
supply of blood packets, aswell. As| suspected, the bench seats lifted up to revea deeping coffins here,
too. Not daring to risk any more time out in the open, | climbed into the one closest to the back of the
bus and lowered the lid.

Two more hours passed before deep findly came. Two hoursto wonder if Ancho wasall right. Two
hoursto try to guess just what | should do next. And when. . .

And two hoursto wonder how | could invoke the talismanic powers of the crucifix when | wasin the
process of becoming avampire mysdif.

Chapter Twelve

The bulwark erected by deeping pills and exhaustion crumblesand THE BARN returnsin full force,
But memory faters, staggering like abadly spliced motion picture. Time has passed in this sequence. It's
asif missing episodes were run through the projector of my subconscious these past few dayswhile Dr.
Burton's prescriptions capped the lens and switched off the lamp.

But now the dream continues, like a horrific home movie full of washouts and jump-cuts—a
herky-jerky chain of snippetsin which time and events are linked like boxcarson anight train to
nowhere.

My arm aches where the needle was gouged, trenching my arm in search of an adequate vein. | keep
averting my face away, but my eyes are ever drawn back to the tube carrying my lifeblood away. The
cow continuesto grunt and huff, sending quivers of distress through the bloody pool that soaks my shirt,
permeates my jeans, and fillsmy shoes. It isahorrific sound that is eclipsed by amore dreadful noise:
something seis irring beside mein this pond of gore.

"Just like 'Nam," the man with the knife is muttering. "' Once a corpsman, aways acor—don't move! "
he screams a me.

| fed life and strength ebbing from my body. It is more than the leeching of my blood. Here, inthe
darkened portion of the star map that covers the barn floor, ablack hole has opened up and | fed asif
my very soul isbeing drawn into aremote and empty universe,



The hand that came out of the bloody stew and clamped down on my arm is growing stronger. |
don't want to see, | mustn't see, but my head rolls over anyway.

And | see.

Thereisaskull surfacing from the visceral swamp, remnants of charred flesh clotting the bone and
suggesting what might have been aface before thefire got at it. That tattered charcod ruin rolls so that its
melted features face mine from just a couple of feet away. The nightmare seems complete: it can't be
worse than this, thereis no imaginable room for greater horror.

And then it opensits eyes and looks at me.

| was dead.

Even as my screams reverberated and died in the narrow confines of the grave, my hands were
moving, beating at thewalls, the ceiling of my coffin. | was dead and buried. Alone for eternity,
smothered in darkness and the memory of something so terriblethat | could only peek at it through the
fingers of my dreamsfor afew secondsat atime.

And suddenly, therewaslight!

| looked up, half-blinded asthelid of my casket swung away, and tried to focus on ablurry face.

Fuzzily, its mouth moved. "It's Chrid" Suki'svoice said.

"He'shere?' Lupé's voice sounded farther away.

An unfamiliar voice harrumphed: "A sowaway.”

And then | heard the whine of tires on pavement beneath me. "Wheream |?" | asked groggily.

An old man with amouthful of snaggled dentatia, wearing arust-red beret, Sepped into view,
towering above me.

"Colorado," he said.

So much for aclean getaway.

Although no one seemed to see any need to turn around and take me back, a phone call was made
and the Doman informed that | hadn't been abducted after dll.

We were on our way to Kansas City, where the rogue vampire had last been sighted. More than
sghted, actudly: Mooncloud, Bachman, and Luis Garou had run him to ground there. Cornered, he had
turned and fought back. M ooncloud had spent the past week in the hospital. The rogue was ill loose
and running. Lupé's brother and Elizabeth Bachman were dead.

Asto theincursion on the Doman's home ground. . .

"Our best guessisanother New York hit," Suki said, explaining thelittle intelligence that had been
assembled before they had departed that same day. "They came in and passed through quickly and were
gone again without anyone making apostive ID."

"Vampires," the old man said. "They took enough damaget' kill humankinds and still walked oot.”
The old man's name was Angus, and he wasn't redly aman but adark ef and a"haunt” of one of the
lowland castles that bordered England and Scotland. More specificaly, he was what was known asa
"redcap,” the embodiment of ferocious warrior spiritsthat habitudly dyed their hatsin their victims blood.

"Could have been lycanthropes, Generd." That from agrim-visaged Lupé, who had just traded off
the driving choreswith Suki.

He shook hishead. "Och, not bluidy likely. They'd ha reverted to natural furmsto maketheir
escape.”

"Was anybody else hurt?' | asked.

"A few flesh wounds," Suki answered from the front. "Nothing serious. Our folk are naturally
resstant to the full effect of gunshot wounds, and these were pros on aspecific misson and in ahurry.
Oncetheir presence was known and they had little likelihood of success, they blew."



"Theworst casudty was Ancho," Lupé said with an uncharacteristic smile. "They nearly had to
hospitdizehim.”

| felt agtab of guilt. "He was protecting me."

"Tdl it to Hinzemann. After the gunmen ran off, the little hiitchen grabbed his cane and started

besting the salvani black and blue for breaking his elevator. Poor Ancho would have been better off

Anguswasn't smiling, however. Hisred eyes glowered at me as he spoke. "Y e say the one that
attacked ye in yuir room was avampire, aswell?"

| nodded. "Pretty sure. And, looking back, it was either adightly built man or more probably a
woman, now that I've had timeto think about it."

"Aningdejob," the redcap pronounced.

"What makes you say that?' Lupé wanted to know.

| caught amovement at the corner of my eye and turned to look. Someone had stashed afurry cow
at the back of the vehicle where the deeping area was cordoned off by sets of curtains. | looked back at
Angus.

"Because one of them knew where the lad'sroomswere. . ." The old goblin scratched hisleathery
cheek with along, taonlike fingernail and seemed to take no notice of thebeast. * . . . and, asthey were

vampires from outside the demesne, whoever opened the back door had to invite them to crossthe
threshold, aswell."

| looked again and saw that | was mistaken: it wasn't ashaggy cow. It was adog the size of acow.
And it wasgreen.

"Do ye ken wha this means?' the redcap said.

"l have noidea," | murmured, staring at the "dog.” It was huge—nearly the size of atwo-year-old

bullock—and had atail that had to be at least four feet long that was coiled up on top of its back and
hindquarters. Itsfeet were as big as my own, yet it made no sound asit moved forward abit more.

Suki findly noticed. "L uath,” she commanded, "go lie down." The creature obediently backed up
behind the curtains and disappeared.

"It meanstherésatraitor in the Doman's household,” the goblin growled, "an' that traitor could even
be one of us on thisbusright noo!™

* * %

The house was an imposing, multistory affair of stone and brick, replete with garrets, gables, turrets,
widow'swalks, and alibera infestation of gingerbreading. Even though the house waswell preserved, the
lawn neatly mowed, and the shrubbery clipped and groomed, my eyes were drawn to the black,
wrought-iron fence adorned with hundreds of twisty points directed toward the night sky.

"You didn't tel me she was staying with the Addams Family,” | said.

Lupéignored me. | had initially chalked it up to distraction over her brother's death. Now | wasn't so
sure.

Suki turned to Angus. Do you mind staying here with Luath, Generd ?

"Och, I'll keep the cu sith company, lass, whilst ye fetch the sawbones.”

"There may be afew socia amenitiesto attend to, Sir. It might take awhile.”

"WEell hold thefort."

We exited the bus and | followed Suki up to the front door where Lupé was aready waiting.

The doorbell didn't sound like afoghorn, no gargantuan butler answered the door, and the owners
didn't look anything like the cartoon creations of Charles Addams. Susan Satterfield was abuxom
redhead whose youthful enthusiasm and friendliness belied the fact that she was about to enter her fourth
decade. Her husband, Jim, had curly, sandy-colored hair and alaid-back demeanor that was affablein



itsown way. In fact, he seemed deceptively serious-minded at first.

It didn't take long to discover that they were marvelous hosts, adept at making one fedl comfortable
and devoid of the need to impress anybody. They were children of the sixtieswith itsinherent values,
educated in the seventies, and successful in the eighties; al of which they had retained and brought with
them into the ninetieswith the joie de vivre that comes from being well-centered and unpretentious. And
nurtured awee bit, Suki explained sotto voce, by having won the state lottery afew years back, aswell.

Like the poem "V agabond House," their home was athree-story treasure trove of antiquities, a
museum of knickknacks from around the world, and agallery of exotica. It was obvious before we
reached the end of the hallway that the quick tour would take hours—if we were alowed to ask
questions. days.

We entered what would have been the drawing room in another, bygone age and found Dr.
Mooncloud.

She sat haf-swallowed by an overstuffed armchair with her left leg in acast and propped on an
ancient ottoman of leopard skin and with legs of filigreed jade. Her head was bandaged and one eye il
drooped abit in alake of purple and red flesh. There was a surprising resemblance to one of the African
ceremonia masks that adorned thewall behind her.

Shewas not aone. A pale man in adark suit sat in acaneback chair adjacent to hers.

"Lupé Suki! Chrid" She struggled to rise, but it was clearly alost battle before it even began. The
girls converged, hugged. | hung back and smiled. And wondered.

Wondered about Bachman's and the general's belief that there was a turncoat in the Doman's
household. Did that put the finger of suspicion on Lupé since Mooncloud was out of town and essentidly
out of commission a the time of the raid? Or had she arranged things long distance?

Wondered if they were both guilty but not particularly good at this double agent business as both had
suffered heavy lossesthis past week.

And wondered if thiswas agood time to make arun for it.

"And you are Mr. Csgjthe?' The pale man rose from his chair and extended a hand so white asto be
practicaly indigtinguishable from hisshirt cuff. "My nameis Smirl. Dennis Smirl." His hair was dark, shot
with gtrands of slver, and | figured him for the mid to late forties.

| shook hishand. "I'm Chris Csgthe.” | dso noticed hisimpeccable tailoring and how it came
aurprisingly closeto conceding the bulge under hisleft armpit.

"Mr. Smirl isfrom Chicago," Mooncloud said. The pale man suddenly had Suki's and Lupésfull
attention.

"Perhaps we should al st down,” Susan Satterfield suggested.

"Something to drink?" her husband offered.

It was an interesting collection of storieswe had to tell each other.

Smirl explained how the New Y ork enclave had been interfering in Chicago's business dealings these
past two years and how there were rumors of anew Doman running affairsin the Big Apple. Lupé
followed up with recent attacks on Seettle, and then Mooncloud and | took turnstrying to define my part
in the current equation. Which brought us around to the Kansas City assgnment and why we were dl
here.

"Wetracked it for severd days, never quite catching up toit,” Mooncloud said. "It'sfast. But the
reason we were having trouble isolating a pattern and narrowing the search grid turned out to be
handlers.

"Handlers?' Smirl asked.

"Black limo and at |east three people asssting. New Y ork boys. We dso picked up some
information on aseparate day team operating out of the old HoJo up on the bluff, above theriver.



Apparently they were investigating the whereabouts of one Victor Wren, but we were spread too thin to
check them out beyond that.”

| felt apeculiar prickling sensation at the ngpe of my neck. "Who's Victor Wren?' | whispered.
Mooncloud shrugged.

"Handlers complicate atrackdown,” Lupéwas saying. "A rogue generdly leaves atrall becauseit's
new to the undead lifestyle. . . hasno resources. . . ."

"The handlers have been covering the spoor,” Mooncloud added. " Eliminating whatever bodies may
have accumul ated—and, believe me, there will have been bodies with this one.”

"What isarogue doing with handlers?' | wanted to know.

"Thisonesdifferent.” Mooncloud's face looked haunted. "We're not tracking anewly created
undead thistime. This one has been avampirefor along time. Maybe avery long time. | think New
Y ork provided handlers because this oneisn't quite human.”

"Y ou sure about the New Y ork connection?' Smirl asked.

Mooncloud nodded. "1 recognized my opposite number.”

"Dr. Cutler?' Lupéwasincredulous. "But he's not afield operative, he's strictly research!”

"Apparently he's doing some field research thistime around.” Mooncloud shifted her cast to amore
comfortable position. "1 didn't recognize the other two, but L uisidentified them as vampires.”

"What happened to my brother?' Lupé's voice was cam but anguish lesked from her eyes.

"It was two nights after wefindly tracked them to the old River Quay area. They wereusing an
abandoned warehouse for anest.”

"Certainly fitsthe New York MO," Smirl murmured.

"Luis had the scent. | was |loaded down with the whole AV rig and packing two crossbows, cocked
and ready. Ditto for Liz—minustherig, of course. She was supposed to hang back—wait for my signal.
| waswaiting for Luisto get in position. Something went wrong. | don't know what she saw from the
other sde—maybe they weretipped off, heard us or something—hbut she went crashing in before either
of uswereready."

She shook her head. "It was amess. Cutler's human, so we didn't waste time on him. Luistook
down avampire and | shot another and the rogue.”

Suki leaned forward, an expression of uncharacteristic intensity on her face. "How did you know that
it was the rogue?'

"The other two wore suits and—I don't quite know how to say this—Ilooked normd. But the other
guy . .. whoo! Hewasanightmare! Tall, thin, amost spidery—and dressed in black from head to toe.
Hisfacewas, well, distorted in some odd way. He looked feral—wild, and barely restrained—and, in
the brief opportunity | had to observe him, | got this uncanny fedling that his handlers had their handsfull.”

"But you shot him?"' Lupé demanded more than asked.

Mooncloud nodded. "Could have sworn the bolt caught him square in the chest. He went down like
he'd been poleaxed. A moment later, he was back on his feet, holding the bloody bolt in his hand. He
garted for me, but Luisfinished thefirst vampire and intercepted him. The other one had Bachman down.
| didn't see her discorporation because he was blocking my view and | was alittle distracted at the time,
trying to recock thefirst crosshow. The next thing | knew, he was up and coming at me. Knocked me
down before | could get the quarrd in place. If it hadn't been for Luis. . ." She shivered.

"Tel meabout Luis—?" Lupé was unwavering in her pursuit of her brother'sfate.

"Theroguekilled him," Mooncloud said smply. Only there was something that wasn't smplein the
way that shesad it.

"How?"' Lupéwas rdentless.
"It doesn't matter how. He died bravely. He saved my life. And we must decide how to proceed



from here”

"No!" Lupésfist came down on the chair arm and there was a sharp report as wood cracked from
theforce of the blow. "I want to know how hewaskilled! It isnot so easy to kill awerewolf and | want
to know if they were carrying!”

| looked at Suki.

"Silver bullets" she whispered.

"I don't know," Mooncloud said. By now it was obviousto dl of usthat she was being evasive.

"Then, how did he die?" The blood from the Latino side of Garou's ancestry wasin full evidence
now

"| don't redly think that thisis a good—"

Shewas on her feet. "I will look at hisbody and learn for mysdlf, then!™ She turned and took two
steps.

Smirl was up and had her by the arm with surprising swiftness and she swung around, growling. The
metamorphos's had begun and, as she raked her fingernails across hisface, they were aready becoming
claws. He refused to release her arm, even though the left Side of hisface was hanging down to his collar
inribbons.

"Ms. Garou," he said quietly, seeming to take no notice that a portion of hisjawbone wasvisible
through the spaghetti spill of flesh. Curioudy, there was no blood yet. "Dr. Mooncloud has her reasons
for sparing you the details."

"I don't want to be spared the detailsl" she snarled, peach fuzz matting into dense hair dlong her arms
and up her throat. "He was my brother! Do you understand? | haveto know! | can't walk away and go
on with the rest of my life not knowing!" Her voice became more guttural as her face began to e ongate.
"I've got to know!"

"Sit down and promise me," Mooncloud demanded, "that you won't try to look at your brother's
remains”

"Sit down," Smirl echoed mildly. The musclesin Lupé's captive arm bunched and the shoulder seam
parted in her shirt but the man from Chicago refused to reinquish hisgrip. Y ou'reright: you have aright
to know. And so | will tell you. But you will sit down. Y ou will control yourself. And you will haveto be
content with what she choosesto tell you because you will want to remember your brother the way he
was. Not theway heisnow."

Sowly, shelowered herself back down into her chair. As he released her arm, her skin resurfaced
amid the dissolving fur and her teeth retracted back into smooth, white uniformity. Smirl reached up,
gathering the shredded flesh into hisfingers, and pushed it back into the gaping wound in the sde of his
face. Therewas still no blood, and the white strips of skin and tissue seemed to melt back into a
contiguous whole like a sculpted expanse of pae vanilla pudding starting to set. He sat back down, and it
was asif hisface had never been touched.

| leaned over and murmured to Suki: "Vampire?'

"No," she whispered, "why do you ask?'

| shrugged. Maybe I'd pursue it later. Maybe I'd decide to forget the whole thing and go get quietly
drunk.

"Lupé. . ." Tg Mooncloud took her handsin her own, "thereis no way to mince words and till
satisfy you on this. The rogue—it tore your brother gpart.” It was painfully clear that she meant thisin the
mogt literal sense.

| got up as Lupé began to cry and wandered to the far side of the room. There were display cases

containing shrunken heads, amonkey's paw, a purported unicorn horn, helmets, keys, skulls, charms,
amulets, totems, talismans, and other occult and exotic bric-a-brac. There was even an honest-to-God

Egyptian mummy.



"Imhotep.”

| turned and looked at Jim Seatterfield, who was standing a my shoulder. "Excuse me, but you're
what?'

He smiled and shrugged. "Im-ho-tep. We named him after the origind mummy—the onein the old
BorisKarloff flick."

"| thought it was Kharis or something like that."

"Those were the later movies. Kharis and his deathless love for the Princess Anaka. Lon Chaney, Jr.
did two or threein the forties, maybe the early fifties, aswell. He's remembered for the Wolf Man but |
think he was an even better Mummy.”

What could | say to that?"A boy's best friend,” | mused.

"It'sauthentic,” he said, looking asif he should be wearing a cardigan and smoking a pipe. "We have
severd consggnments of Egyptian antiquities. That bowl right there contains genuine Tanis leavesthat we
handpicked oursalvesin San Al-Hgar Al-Qibliyah, the ancient Site of Pi-Ramesse, in the Egyptian delta.”

"Tanisleaves?

"For the dixir of life. Y ou know: three leaves to keep the heart beeting, nine for movement—never
more than that—and boil themin thesacred urn. . ."

"Thesacred urn.”

"Right. And over in that display caseisthe Scroll of Thoth."

"Scroll of Thoth?!

"Containing the magic words that enabled Isisto raise Odris from the dead.”
"Oh, that Scroll of Thoth."

"It'san authentic copy. The one next to it isan authentic trandation of the text.”
"An 'authentic' copy?'

Henodded. "Got it from adeder in Egyptian antiquities.”

| squinted at the spidered calligraphy. "Oh, Amon Ral Oh! God of gods,” | read. "Death is but the
doorway to new life. Welivetoday, we shdl live again. In many formsshall wereturn. . . ."

"Enough.” Tg Mooncloud was suddenly by my side, wobhbling on her crutches, one hand grasping

my am.
| looked at her. "What?'

"Y ou don't know what youre messing with. Leaveit aone."
| looked at the scrall. | looked back at her.
"It contains Words of Power," she murmured.

| bit back asmile. "For heaven's sake, Tq, it'sonly atourist's souvenir,” | said in low voice. "There
must be thousands of these things sold every year—read by thousands of people.”

"Ordinary people,” she qudified. "In the hands of a shaman this could be something quite different.”
"Oh, and am | ashaman, now?"

"We don't know what you are. Y ou have your own confluence of power. Perhaps you could trigger
other Powers. Perhaps not. It isbest to err on the Side of caution and let deeping godslie.”

Therewas no point in arguing. | helped Mooncloud back to her chair. The scroll had to be a
second-rate souvenir. Likewise the mummy. Even though it looked genuine, Egypt hadn't permitted the
sdeor export of itscultural treasures or antiquities for many years. It was highly unlikely that amidwest
couple living in the Kansas City suburbs could be harboring a genuine Egyptian mummy. But then | would
have ca culated higher odds againgt said couple hosting awerewolf, a semi-vampire, and a Chicago
gangster whose real name was probably Gumby, under the same roof.

Behind me | heard Mrs. Satterfield saying: "Are you sure you want to leave so soon? We have extra



beds. . .."

"Were wasting moonlight,” Suki said as | turned around.

Mooncloud had just sat down and was once again struggling to leverage herself out of her chair with
her crutches. Smirl stood and helped her up. "1 appreciate your hospitality and handling the arrangements
for Luissremains. But we dare not let thetrail grow colder by another night.”

Jm Satterfield nodded. "Is there anything else we can do to help?’

"Crossyour fingers," answered Mooncloud.

"Light acandle,” Suki added.

Get me outta here, | thought.

We drove to the abandoned warehouse on the riverfront. Smirl followed in along black limousine.
He sat in the back where silhouettes suggested at |east one additiona passenger. | only caught aglimpse
of thedriver: it was enough to convince methat | didn't want acloser look.

Smirl's "people’ had already tossed the premises so we weren't expecting any additiond clues, save
one.

"All right, ye great dobberin’ beedtie," the genera was prodding the cu sith down the rear steps of
the bus, "it'stime fur yeto earn yur not so inconsiderable keep."

The cu sith yawned, displaying teeth that might have coerced A. Conan Doyle to rename his story
"The Chihuahua of the Baskervilles." Mooncloud produced a scrap of black fabric that had been left
behind in Luis Garou's grasp.

The redcap held it to the green dog's snout. "Here now, Luath: get the scent, now. Haveye got it,
lad?" Luath sneezed and wagged hisropeliketail, causng usdl to scatter. "Right, now!" the old haunt
shouted. "Hunt, laddie! Bring it to ground!"

The Faerie beast raised its emerad jaws to the sky and made a great baying sound that put city-wide
disaster Srensto shame. He followed that with asecond that was even louder than thefirgt. | had my
hands over my ears before the third bay sounded, but could distinguish no lessening of the volume. | took
my hands away from my ears as he lowered his muzzle and could hear thetinkle of broken glass coming
from dl over the neighborhood.

Then Luath legpt forward, unfolding into arun. He vanished into the darkness of the night.

Suki appeared in the doorway of the bus as we heard the tattoo of massive paws whisper away into
the distance. "All aboard or we're gonnalose him!" We dl piled into our vehicles. Asthe bus pulled out
again, thelimo turned on itslights and followed behind us.

Suki drove, keegping one eye on the CRT display that tracked the homing devicein the cu sith's
collar. Lupé and the genera opened one of the locked closets and were checking out averitable
storehouse of wegpons. There were regular crosshows and crossbows with double and triple bow/barrel
compositions. There were firearms of more recent design—until you studied them closely and noted
deviationsin the standard configurations. Some wegpons appeared to be the latest in state-of-the-art,
while others|ooked like they'd been ancient before Angle met Saxon.

"The head,” the generd said, hefting a broad-bladed battle-ax, "a stake through its heart and
removing its head from its shoulders shuid do the trick.”

"Weve never had to do that before,” Lupé said. "A stake through the heart has dways been
auffident.”

Mooncloud stared out the window at an unpleasant memory. "'l could've sworn | nailed thisthing's
heart. When it got up, | assumed I'd missed. But if | didn't. . ."

"We could bein awholelot of trouble," Lupé mused.

"There are myths and stories that suggested other means of disposd,” | said.

Mooncloud nodded. "Too bad we can't go back to Seettle and spend afew daysin the Doman's



library researching this

"Maybe we don't need to.” | got up and retrieved my laptop computer. "I've scanned a number of
books and reference articles onto the hard disk. Unfortunately, I've had little time to organize it much less
do any actual cross-referencing. It may take awhile to come up with something pertinent.”

"Then you'd better get sarted,” Lupé said.

Even with aweek's head start, our quarry probably hadn't gonefar.

Judging from thetrail that the cu sith was following, they had spent at least three more daysin the
Kansas City environs before heading south on Highway 69. Luath circled three different motels between

the river and the intersection of 435 and 69 South, indicating our targets had spent time there. Whether
they spent more than one day/night cyclein any or al of those places was anyone's guess.

There didn't seem to be much point in spending more timein checking them out: they were dready
gone and, as Suki had dready said, we were wasting moonlight. Weleft K.C. behind, following the cu
sith'scollar tracer, and hit pay dirt shortly thereafter.

"Gonnasee daylight in alittle less than two hours,” Suki caled from the front of the bus.

| had volunteered to spell someone on the driving chores but wastold that my top priority lay with
the computer texts and researching aternate dispatching techniques.

Mooncloud laid ahand on my shoulder. "If you've come across anything helpful so far, now would
bethetimeto shareit with us."

| scowled at the screen. "The deeper | go, the more complicated it gets. So far, I've identified over
thirty different vampire legends from more than a dozen different countries, most requiring different rituas
of protection and warding and separate means of extermination.”

"Can you isolate any common threads? The next time we run into that thing we need a better plan
than the oneswe've used in the past.”

| opened another file on the computer's display. " Seefor yourself."

She scanned my short list. " Stake through heart or navel—must be driven with asingle blow.
Decapitation—consecrated ax or gravedigger's shovel. Complete immolation. Bury face downwards. . ."
She shook her head. "The rest are just techniques for warding, delaying, or discouraging vampires.”

"Y ou asked for the common antidotes. I'm still compiling data on the more unusua vampire legends.”

The generd leaned over my shoulder. "Make yur lists, laddie, but I'm bettin' on number two, here.”
He thumbed the edge of a nasty-looking halberd that seemed to materidizein hishandslike magic. "This
beastie may not have a heart where we'd expect it, but there's verrallittle guesswork when it coomesto
taking ahead from atop its shoulders. It'll no be gettin' oop again once't Axel-Annie, here, has barbered
it proper.”

"I'm sure you'reright, Angus—" Mooncloud stared out the windows at the rushing dark "—abut, just
the same, | think I'll break out one of the flame-throwers. For luck.”

"He'sdowing down," Suki called from the front of the bus.

Therest of us crowded forward to watch the blip on the monitor.

Mooncloud frowned at the darkness beyond the reach of the headlights. "What's the map say?"

"We'rein Miami County,” | said. " Should be Louisburg up ahead.”

"What'sit like?"

| shrugged. "Don't redly know. Small town, maybe a couple thousand residents. I've never spent any
timethere. Drove through it once.”

Weturned off on State Route 68 and dowed down as we headed east into Louisburg.

The general leaned toward the screen. "He's stopped.”

"About two miles ahead," Lupé said, studying the readouts. "Maybe less."



"Want in alittle closar?' Suki asked.

L upé shook her head and began unbuttoning her shirt. "Give me aminute and then stop the bus." She
walked to the back of the bus and behind the curtain, loosening her clothing as she went. A moment later
agresat grey and black wolf emerged from the deeping areaand trotted up the aide.

"Be careful,” Suki said, pulling the vehicle over to the side of the road. She opened the doors and the
wolf leapt to the ground before we had reached a compl ete stop.

"Get in pogition, but wait fur us, lass," the general called as she bounded away in the darkness.

"I don't likethis," Suki muttered as the bus started back onto the road. "We're cutting thisa bit close
tosunrise”

"Mayhap. . ." the redcap's hands gripped the back of the driver's seet, "but I'd rather tackle these
beasties noo than try to restrain our Lupé fur another eighteen hours."

An unearthly sound suddenly shattered the silence: Luath had found his prey.
"Ah," | sad, "de children of de night! Hear how dey are Snging?"
The generd sngpped out an oath. "' Samuch fur the eement o' surprise!”

Suki said nothing, pressing her lipstogether and pressing her foot to the floor. We roared down the
road until she reached over and flipped a pair of toggle switches: the engine noise dropped to near
imperceptibility. Before| could ask about the muffler system, we were swinging off the road and into the
parking lot of asmal motel on the outskirts of Louisburg.

The general handed me a machete and then pressed a crossbow into my hands. "Here ye go, laddie;
look sharp and don't et the big 'un get away!" He was out the door before Suki had the bus at afull stop.
| followed, trying to tuck the machete under my arm while juggling the crossbow and a handful of
wooden quarrds. Our driver was right behind me while the enginewas till diesding thelast of the
carburetor fumes.

Luath was nowhere to be seen, but his foot-wide paw prints were clearly evident where they crossed
the dust and gravel parking lot and led right up to the door of one of the units. The door of that particular
room was dightly gar, dim light spilling awedge out across the weedy doorstep.

"No point in snesking up noo," the generd said, brandishing awicked-looking halberd. And with
that, he charged the partialy opened door. Suki and | were hard-pressed to keep up: the redcap was a
couple of strides from the door and a good ten feet ahead of us when we heard Lupé cdll out: "No,
Genera! Don't comein! It'satragp!”

It wastoo late, of course. Even if he'd had timeto break off his charge | doubt that he'd have chosen
to do so0. The door dammed open as he burst across the threshold and then the entryway lit up asif a
roomful of paparazzi had chosen that very sameingtant to take flash pictures. The strobe of light was
followed by aclap of thunder and smoke hazed the doorway as we came up more cautiously to peer
ingde.

It looked like any other motel room and, except for the swirl of disspating smoke, it was cleaner than
most. The opposite wall was covered with mirrored tile to create an illusion of depth. When you walked
through the door, the firgt thing you would see (assuming you weren't avampire) was yoursdf. The next
thing you'd see was scripture—if you walked into this particular room, that is. A message was painted on
the mirror in red brush strokes large enough to read from the doorway. It said:

And many of them that sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, someto
everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt.

—Danid 12:2
"They were dready gonewhen | got here," Lupé said. She was sitting on the foot of the bed with the
cover pulled loose and wrapped about her nakedness.



"When | heard Luath bay | figured the jig was up and came charging in. | only beet you by aminute,
at best, and didn't notice the sign until | had reverted and the general came rushing through the door."

Suki sniffed ddlicately. "They used blood.”

Lupé nodded. "They knew that blood would get the genera’s atention even if the positioning of the
message didn't.”

"So what happened?’ | wanted to know.

"Scripture," Smirl announced from the doorway. "Y ou want to banish aredcap? Y ou read a passage
from the Bible to them." He looked at the painted mirror and shook his head in admiration. "Diabolicd:
tricking aredcap into reading the passage himsd f!"

| looked around. " So where did he go?"

"Ask Tg)," Lupé snapped. "Weve got to get out of hereright now!"

"Clues?' Smirl asked, looking around the room.

"None. They were expecting us. But | checked, anyway." She began shifting back to wolf form.

"Wed best do asthelady says," Smirl said, backing toward the door. Suki was already outside.
"Company will be showing up any minute and we don't want to be here when they arrive." He went with
the wolf right behind him. | wasthe last one out and, as | closed the door behind me, something on the
ground caught my eye. | grabbed it and ran for the bus.

Suki dready had the busin motion as | jJumped on board and back on the road out of town before |
could find aseat. The black limo was nowherein sight.

"Where?' Suki yelled as she steered areturn course toward the highway.

M ooncloud was studying the road map. "If we head back down Highway 69," she said, "we won't
hit another town until Pleasanton.”

"Time?'

"Atleast ahalf hour," | said. "Stay on State 68, past the highway; go another six miles or so and ook
for an unpaved road going south.”

"Wherewill thet take us?'

Mooncloud looked up from the map. " Somerset?"

"Not so much atown asawide placeintheroad,” | said. "But it will give usaplaceto park and talk
about what we do next."

Suki nodded decisively. "1 am going to have to trade off, soon.”

Mooncloud picked up the cellular phone and punched in anumber. "Dennis? Tg. Where are you?'
She listened for amoment. "We're il pulling up our socks, here. Chris has recommended we stop over
inalittle place called Somerset. West on 68 then south on—damn, the map doesn't even name the road!
Can you find it on your map? Good. After | get the kids tucked in, maybe we can find arestaurant and
continue our search for the perfect cup of coffee and dice of pie.”

As she hung up, Lupé emerged from the back, buttoning her shirt. "Brief me," Mooncloud
demanded, shifting her leg to balance the end of the cast on the seat opposite her.

Lupédid and, trueto its etymological roots, it was brief. "Nothing to show for it," she summarized,
"and weve dready had a casualty.”

"Two casudties" | said, holding up Luath's collar with the electronic tracer till attached.
"Where did you get that?"
"On the ground, just outside the motel room."

"Thisisbad," Lupésaid, folding up in her seat to rest her chin on her knees. "Now we have no easy
way of tracking them."

"Worse than bad," Mooncloud said. "Bad enough that they'd be clever enough to set atrap for a



redcap. But to neutralizea cu sith. .. ."

| hadn't planned on going to sleep so soon, but the sunrise had amore potent effect on methan | had
expected. Whileit till seemed unlikely to dissolve my flesh and render my skeleton into avague, chaky
outlinein ash, | was beset by irritated, itchy skin and a pounding headache. These were relieved as soon
as| settled down into the dark, coffinlike compartment in one of the bus's fold-down seats and pulled the
lid down to block out the offending solar radiation.

There hadn't been timeto sort through all the questionsin my mind, much less ask them before
hopping into the box. | made amental list as deep encroached, planning to corner Mooncloud as soon as
the sun went back down. Sheld nearly convinced me that vampires could exist in the same physicd redlity
as moonwalks, quantum physics and William F. Buckley. But dark elves and Fagrie dogs and gangsters
that belonged in aDick Tracy comic strip?

There was comfort in the thought that maybe | hadn't emerged unscathed from the accident that killed
my wife and daughter—that maybe | was il lying in ahospita bed, unconscious and plugged into a
variety of tubes and wires and such. That this past year was nothing more than a trauma-induced,
brain-damaged ddlirium.

That's right, Pam, last season was nothing more than a silly old dream; Bobby Ewing is back
at Northfork and would you hand me the soap, please?

Sure.
Unfortunately the plots on Dallas were more likely than the events of my life these past few months. .

The last thing | thought about before drifting into ablack, dreamless degp was the scripture | eft
behind on the motel room mirror.

Surprisingly, | knew the Old Testament passage from my childhood. | had learned it in Sunday
School and remembered it long afterward for the verse that followed: And they that be wise shall shine
as the brightness of the firmament; and they that turn many to righteousness, as the stars forever
and ever.

It had once been a comforting thought, a scripture for the times when ayoung mind turned to
thoughts of its own mortality and the endless darkness threstened by the grave. What comfort now for
onewho, by al rdigious and secular lore, was considered damned for dl eternity?

And they that bewise shal shine. ...

The darkness embracing my dreamless degp was blacker than the absence of light, deeper than the
confines of my encompassed bed.

Now the shadows cut to the bone.

Chapter Thirteen

| peered at theimage that flickered in the RV'stiny bathroom mirror and tried to shave. The lather
reflected better than the bleary topography of my face. "I suppose thefact that | still have to do thisevery



few daysisagood sign,” | muttered.

"Maybe." Garou sat with feet propped across a seat, where she could watch me and still keep an eye
on the coffee pot. "But then acorpse's hair and fingernails continue to grow for awhile, even after it's
been planted six feet under.”

"Actudly, that'samyth,” Mooncloud cdled from down the aide. "It's based on old reports of
exhumations. Back then they didn't realize that decomposition causestissuesto shrink asthey dehydrate,
receding from the hair follicles and the base of the nails. It only gave the gppearance of growth after
interment.”

"Sol amdill dive" | qudified.
"Thejury'sstill out on that," Garou returned.
"And thanksfor your support.”

"What isit with you?' she growled. "Y ou've got the best of both worlds, right now: near immortality,
near invulnerability—and you can still walk around in broad daylight!"

Wi, not exactly, but that wasn't the point. "Hey," | said, pointing my razor a her, "you think being
undead is so goddamned wonderful, why don't you ask the Doman to bring you over?'

"Sheisawere" Suki said placidly. "It isnot permitted.”
"So what's with the atitude? Incisor envy?'
"I wouldn't takeit if it was offered," Lupé snarled back.

"Smirl called Chicago, today," Mooncloud said, turning us back to the business at hand. "They're
going to send an airplane to help with an aerid search. In the meantime, he'slooking for anearby airport
where he can rent aplane and pilot for the next day or so."

"So what do we do in the meantime?' | asked.

Garou shrugged. "Without Luath the only thing we can do is drive through every town and down
every back road, ask questions and keep our eyes and ears open.”

| frowned into the mirror. "What are they looking for?' My reflection seemed alittle dow in frowning
back. "1 mean, they came down hereto find me, discovered that 1'd relocated to Sesttle, tried to naill me
up there—then, dl of asudden, they're back here, still snooping around like they'velost my trail.”

"The obvious answer," Garou said, "isthat they're not looking for you. They're looking for someone
or something dse.”

"Someone or something connected to you, most likely,” Mooncloud added.
"But what? Or who?"

"The same thing we're ultimately looking for, | guess.” Mooncloud sounded thoughtful. "What
infected you in thefirgt place.”

"Shhh!"

We looked at Lupé, who had her head cocked to one side. "Did you hear that?"

| listened. Heard the growl of the RV's motor, the purr of tires over gravel. Nothing more.
"Hear what?' Mooncloud asked.

"Hush!" Lupé turned toward the front of the bus. " Suki, pull over and stop the engine.”

A moment later al was slent save for drone of cricketsin the fields that surrounded us.
"Ligten!" Lupéheld up her hand. "There! Did you hear that?'

| looked at Mooncloud. She shrugged.

"It'sLuath!" Lupélooked at us. "Can't you hear him? He's till out there!”

| looked up the aide at Suki. Her shoulders copied Mooncloud's, and she shook her head, aswell.
Mooncloud sad, "Are you sure?'



Lupé looked at therest of us. "You don't hear him?1 know he's abit faint—but—" Disgppointment
crossed her face. Y ou think I'mimagining it?"

"No." Mooncloud considered. ™Y ou hear beyond the human range of audibility in wolf form—maybe
you can in human form, aswell."

| looked at Lupé. "So whereishe?"

She cocked her head again. "I'm not sure. . . ."

Mooncloud and | began opening windows along the sides of the bus.

"Shhh! Therel He'ssounding . . . that way, | think. . . ." She pointed toward the southeast.

"This should be fun,” I murmured as Suki started up the bus and tried to turn around. "Do we stop
every five minutes and listen for Luath to bark?'

"No." Lupé began to unbutton her shirt. "Give me one of thewakie-talkies. I'll track him and report
our positions back to you."

"Y ou can't carry awdkie-takie whileyou'rein wolf form.”
"Find something to tieit around my neck."
| held up Luath's collar with the transponder il attached. "How about this?!

"Perfect!” Mooncloud took it out of my hands. "We can use thisto track you the same way we
tracked the cu sith." She studied itslength, obvioudy adjusted for aneck that was five times the size of
Lupés. "Hand me one of the combat knives from the weapons locker, will you, dear?'

Five minutes |ater we were passing the southern end of Somerset, hunting for aside road that would
take us back toward the east.

Mooncloud and | were hunched over the monitor, crouched behind the driver's seat. "'l think thisis
going to work," shesaid.

"Yeah?' | frowned at the phosphorescent blip asit moved across the screen's glowing grid lines.
"Well, weve lost the genera, Smirl and company are off chasing down an airplane, and we till don't
know what happened to Luath. If we find what we're looking for, what makes you think well come out
any better than last night?"

She gave me asharp look. "Y ou got any better suggestions?”

| didn't. Something had destroyed my life and my family. Something that was ill out there
somewhere. If our quarry wasn't respongible, it was a safe bet that they could lead usto it.

"Getting closer! Clogng the gap!" Suki caled.
"Cut the lights," Mooncloud ordered. "Go to slent running.”

It was reminiscent of an old submarine movie: switches were flipped and the engine noise was muted
to amurmur. Thelights were extinguished and Suki had to depend on her night vison and afaint glimmer
of sarlight to Steer by.

"Getting areturn,” Mooncloud said.

"What?' Suki was distracted. "There's a campfire out across the fiel d—east. Maybe two to three
miles”

"Thesigna on Lupés collar is coming back toward us." Mooncloud considered. "Slow down and be
ready to stop."

"l see her." The RV stopped and Suki opened the front door.

A moment later Lupé was standing on the steps in human form and breathing hard. My night vision
was compensating for the darknessand | tried not to stare.

"Satanigts,” she said.
"Satanists?' So much for not saring.
She nodded, still trying to catch her breath. "Out in thefield, there. Some sort of ceremony. Torches.



Truck. Two, three cars. One of them'sthe limo we're tracking.”

| looked at Mooncloud. " Satanists?'

"Did you ID anyone?' Mooncloud asked.

Lupé shook her head. "Robes with hoods. Everybody covered. Except the dtar.”

"Thedtar?' | asked.

"Satanic ceremonies usudly require anude woman to act asthe dtar,” Suki explained.

"Oh." Hell of arecruitment angle.

"Did you see Luah?'

Lupé shook her head. "1 could hear him. He sounded strange: faraway and—and—I don't know
how to describeit. It waslike he had fdlen into a hole or something and was running about and barking
under theground. . . ."

"Thiscomplicatesthings," Mooncloud said. "How many of the others?"

"Only saw one perimeter guard. Maybe eight, counting everybody."

"Bad enough risking our own necks," Mooncloud groused, "without having to worry about innocent
bystanders.”

"Innocent bystanders?'

"Chris," Mooncloud put ahand on my shoulder, "most people who cal themselves Satanists are just
sad, maladjusted folk who like to dress up in robes and act out slly rituals.”

"Sounds like most mainstream religionsto me," Suki said.

Mooncloud silenced her with alook. "We're not talking Wicca, here, or Deists or Pagan religions
that worship the Lord and Lady. And if these people were true Satanists, we couldn't get this close
without Lupéor | knowingit."

"So why would they pretend to be devil worshipers?!

She looked past me, saring at the pinpoint of firdight acrossthe field. "Why do most of us pretend to
be what we only seem to be?' She sghed. "Whilethereisthe occasond closat sadist who uses Satanism
asan excuse to torment and kill animals, most of them arejust socid outcasts, looking for other misfits

who will accept them. Some think it'saprivate club for kinky sex and others are acting out their
dissatisfaction with the reigion of their formetiveyears. . . ."

"Most of them," Suki added, "deep down inside, don't believe that they are actually invoking the
Powers of Darkness. And the few that really do want to sell their soulsto the Devil—wdll, they know
more effective means than acting out symboalic rituas.”

"Were hereto put down red evil," Mooncloud finished, "not hurt some overgrown children playing
dress-upinthedark. . . ."

Thefirgt hour was amost exciting: | waited, clutching the generd's halberd, crouching in waist-high
pasture grass while Suki and L upé reconnoitered the outer perimeter of the gathering. Both were pros at
this, ableto move slently through the brush and foliage while | till tended to glide like adrunken rhino.
Small wonder | wastold to stay back and wait. Though both promised to check in with me from timeto
time, only Suki made good on her word.

The second hour was alot lessthrilling.

To help passthetime| experimented with my extended senses, counting crickets and determining the
gender of toads by their individua voices. And checking thetime. | had yet to find awatch whose
luminous dial lasted much past sunset but, even though the moon was new, | could clearly seethat it was
alittle before midnight. Comforting to know that for the rest of my un-life | could get by on cheap
watches.

By hour three | wastrying to tune out the audible and visua spectrums, opting for a zenlike gpproach
to my boring vigil. Which iswhy | was dow to react to the sound of afootfal behind me: perhaps Lupé



was finaly making an appearance. Morelikely that Suki was making areturn visit. Lupé had been distant
and formal—even abit frosty, of late. When she wasn't ladling the sarcasm, that is. . . .

| was getting acramp in my back and, since we were far enough back and into the trees that no one
would see us, | straightened up, using the halberd for leverage.

The achein my lower back exploded into aburst of agony.

| would have cried out, but the breath had aready been driven from my lungs. My stomach cramped
and, as| pressed ahand to my abdomen, | found something poking through my shirtfront.

Three somethings poking through my shirtfront!
| turned around, feding abit woozy and definitely off balance.

It wasn't Suki or Lupé. It was acouple of guys dressed in black robes with their hoods thrown
back.

One was big and middle-aged, over six feet tal, with sparse hair and abig, bushy black beard. The
other was short and old with greasy, silver-white hair and about three days worth of stubble on his
pinched face.

"What'd you let go a that pitchfoke for?' the short one said, doing amore than credible imitation of
Strother Martin. He raised the shield on the hooded lantern that he was carrying.

"I got 'im, Henry," the big one said. "He oughta be fdlin' down now."

"Higt! Youimbecile! Don't say my red name!”

"Oh. Sorry, '‘Asmodeus.’ "

"Asmodeus?’ | was | was giddy with shock. "And what do they cal you?' | asked high pockets.

"Uh, Bdid."

Asmodeustugged on Bdlia'srobe. "Don't talk to him! We're supposed to kill him!™

"Wl | stuck him with the pitchfork, Henry. What else am | supposed to do?!

"Don't call methat, you big, Supid—"

"Boys, boys" | said, trying to keep my voicelow: the last thing | wanted to do was bring the rest of
the coven running. "I'm redly sort of unhappy about this pitchfork thing—" More than alittle unhappy and
having no luck intrying to didodgeit by myself. The best | could do was get my |eft hand behind meto
grasp the base of the handle and keep itsweight from unbal ancing me any further. "—it itches something
terrible. Now, if you'll just pull it back out, | might beinclined to let you go without tearing your heads off
firg!"

"Dont lissento him," Asmodeus said. "He's about ready to fal over!”

"Now, Henry, do | redlly look like I'm about to fal over?' Matter of fact, | was, but no point in
letting them know it. "Think about it, if | were human, wouldn't a pitchfork through the middle do meright
in?'

Bdid nodded. Asmodeus just ooked like he needed to find an outdoor privy.

"But I'm not human. | should think that was rather obvious. Especidly to a couple of experienced
Servants of Darknesslike yourselves.”

"Hey," said Belid, hisfacelighting up like atwo-year-old's a Christmas. "'Y ou're ademon, ain'tcha?’

"Bingo." | was getting more than alittle woozy.

Asmodeus wasn't convinced. "But them other demons that come through yesterday said we's
supposed to kill thesefolk! Said that Satan commanded it."

"Y ou boys obvioudy haven' trafficked much with demons.” | did down, onto one knee, no longer
ableto keep my balance.

"Trafficked?" It was obviousthat Bdlid wastotdly out of hiseement now. "Yamean like drive with
Iml?l



"L ook, what did these so-called demons promise you in exchange for performing thistask?' His
expression indicated my wording was too obtuse. "What are you supposed to get for killing us?' Now |
was down on both knees.

"Lord Satan is Sposed to raise us up,” Henry/Asmodeus preened, "give us power in hiskingdom!”

Yeah, that and twenty-five cents will get you half a cup of coffee.

"Exchange?' Bdid had finally decoded my previous question. " Them other demons traded Bob
Sommer that purty black car for hisold chevy van."

Bédlial'sface took on an expression of calculation. "So, if you're ademon, too, what'll you give meif'n
| pull out that pitchfoke from your back?'

Your head on a stick, | wanted to scream. Then | saw the grey wolf creeping toward them through
the weeds. " See that wolf?" | asked, pointing straight at Lupé. She hesitated, having lost the element of
surprise. "To show you that I'm amore powerful demon than the false oneswho visited you
yesterday—"

"Uh, last night," Henry corrected.

"—lagt night," | continued, feeling some disorientation setting in, "1 will invoke the Powers of
Darkness and change that beast into a beautiful woman—a—a naked love dave—who will—will—"
wherewas | going with this? "serve the one who pulls out this—this—thing." | pointed at the pitchfork
with my right hand, starting to dide toward those dark waters of unconsciousness.

"Oh, now what kindafools d'you take usfor—" Belia began.

But Henry poked him with an elbow and said: " Go ahead, demon: show us your Stuff.”

| looked at the wolf. Who looked back at me. And, for amoment, got the impression that these two
foolsweretheleast of my problems. "Okay." | pointed at Lupé and tried to think of something arcaneto
say. | drew ablank.

"C'mon, mister big mouth demon. Show us your power or well show you that we got more farm
implements where that pitchfoke come from."

| closed my eyes and tilted my head back, feding the handle of the pitchfork bump against the ground
behind me. All of my jointswere starting to unhinge. "Eenie meenie” | said, "chili beanie; the spiritsare
about to speak. . . ."

"Arethey friendly spirits?* Belia wanted to know.

"Yow!" said Henry.

| opened my eyes and caught the final stage of Lupé's transformation back to human form. My, my,
"Ooooh!™ she cooed, arching her back and running her hands through her long, night-dark hair. Then
she amiled awicked smile and positively sauntered over to where | was standing. " Thou has summoned
me, Master?' she exclaimed breathily. Draping herself across my shoulders, she proclaimed: "1 am Hell's
love dave, hereto do thy bidding!" In my ear she whispered, "Areyou dl right?"

"Dol look dl right?' | murmured. "Thisdamn pitchfork iskilling me."

"Which of these lusty servants of Satan are you giving meto?"' she asked. "Or do you wish for meto
serve both?" Sotto voce, she added, "When | get done with you, you may wish the pitchfork had killed
you."

"No," | answered for our audience's benefit, "I am giving you to the one who drawsthe pitchfork
from my back."

The fight was short and brutd. In lessthan aminute, Asmodeus was writhing on the ground where he
wasin an excellent position to look for histeeth. "Gently! Gently!" | coached as Bdlid planted hisfoot
against my back and started yanking on the pitchfork. "Or no love dave!”

When the deed wasfindly done, | held myself up off the ground with trembling, rubbery arms,



fighting off waves of unconsciousness. Dimly, | heard Belid ask for hisreward.
"Comewithme" Lupésaid, "and | will seethat you get dl that you deserve.”

The bleeding had miraculoudy stopped and | felt asif my partidly transformed body structure had
aready mended some of the damage. But | was till in avery bad way: the interna repairswere
progressing too dowly to get me out of the woods anytime soon. | still fought to retain consciousness.

"Uh, mister demon?"'

| looked up, tried to focus my eyes.

It was Asmodeus. Crawling toward me on his hands and knees.

"What do you want, human?' Hard to sound surly when you're getting ready to pass out.

"Um, | was just wondering if there was something | could do to get me one of them love daves?’
"Lovedaves huh?' | mumbled.

"Y'know, do you some kind of favor or somethin'. Can | get you somethin’ you need?”’

"Huh. Got any blood?'

"Uh, blood?'

"Y eah, Henry; blood. Red stuff."

"Blood?"' His mouth turned up in aterrified grin. "Now, where would | get blood, mister demon, sir?”

"Henry," my wordswere darting to dur, "you humansarefull of it. Blood, thet is.”
Therewas astrangled screech from adark clump of trees behind us.
Henry'seyes grew huge. "What wasthat?'

"Love-dave passion, no doubt." My chin dropped to my chest. "Tell you what, Henry. I'm fresh outta

wolves. But | like you. So I'm gonnameake you aspecid love dave."
"Youis?'
"Ri'. But you gotta get ‘gredients.”
"Tdl mewhat! | get 'um!™
"Gotta catch a skunk."
"Ketch askunk?'
"Barehanded.”
"Barehanded? What if'n it bites me or—you know?"
"Better for the spell,” | mumbled. "Gives'em more—somethin'. Bigger—you know. . ."
"l do?'

| nodded and thought my head would come off. "Then you gottatake it and—and stand in the middle

of Highway 69 a high noon—"
"Holding the skunk?
"Ri'. High above your head."
"In the middle of Highway 697"
"At high noon. Naked."
"Nekkid?'
"No clothes"
"Anything dse?'
The temptation was overwhelming, but | had no energy Ieft. "Go away."
"Go avay?'
"Now."



"Yessr. Thank you, mister demon, sir!" He crawled away into the darkness.

Another screech sounded from the trees where Lupé had taken Bdlia. Thistimeit sounded like
Lupé

| grabbed the halberd and levered mysdlf up from my kneesto one shaky leg. The treesaround me
began dancing the Highland fling. | straightened the other leg into the semblance of a stance and leaned
on the ancient weapon, sucking night air and willing the landscape to settle. Then | began lurching toward
the trees on rubber legs.

Suki came out of nowhere, passing me on the fly, and crashing into the treeline a good fifteen yards
ahead of me.

Now it got redly noisy!
| hobbled over and caught the branch of atree with my free hand just as the bonesin my legsturned

tojdly. Theresult was asort of barber pole effect that |eft me curled around the trunk like a serpent on a
caduceus. Somehow, even twisted up as| was, | had aringside seet for the show.

Suki hed just discharged her crossbow and was fumbling with another wooden quarrd, trying to
reload.

L upé was hunched in midtransformation, the body of Belia, crumpled on the ground, behind her. She
reared up on her (hind) legs with her arms crooked before her. While her arms still looked human—albeit
rather furry—her hands were another thing atogether. The fingerswere blunt and powerful looking,
tipped with two-inch clawsthat curved like rows of smdll, black scimitars. Her face was neither human
nor canine but something of an amalgamation of the two. A mouth full of teeth and then some added to
the inhuman effect. She was covered in fur and it wasrising in hackles from head to hips.

It was easy to see why.

The cresture facing them only appeared to be more human at thefirst glance. It wastall and thin and
more spidery than humanoid. Oh, it had the requisite number of arms and legs and the face contained two
eyes, anose, and amouth in what should have been the proper places. But there was something wrong
with the sum that was more than the individual parts, something deeper than the surface appearance.
Something that overshadowed the net effect.

Asl sad, it wastal: six-six at least, maybe six-eight. And thin—as if someone had taken aman of
norma height and stretched him like a piece of warm sdtwater taffy. The mouth was a so stretched,
Sdewaysto an inhuman width, and filled with teeth the way a can of sardinesisfilled withlittlefish. Its
forehead was deformed, the brow ridges protruding like a neanderthd's and then sweeping up into the
hairlineliketwin v's: it looked alittle like one of those aien whatchamacallem's—the Romulans—on Sar
Trek, or Meatloaf in that music video afew years back—the one with the Beauty and the Beast moatif.

Two crosshow bolts protruded from its blackclad body: one from its back where Suki had
undoubtedly loosed her first shot upon her arriva, and asecond that had just caught it high in the chest on
the |eft sde. Either shot would have killed a human being and should have incapacitated anything else.
Thisthing only looked annoyed.

While Suki was trying to cock her crossbhow, Lupé snarled and grasped asmall sapling. | say smdl in
relation to the other trees around us: thiswas a good seven feet in height. She grabbed the trunk just
bel ow the midpoint and the musclesin her arms corded, her shoulders bunched. It came out of the
ground with atearing sound and another three feet of tangled roots were added to its overal length.

The creature didn't seem perturbed. Even when Lupé broke the four-inch thick trunk across her knee
to make her makeshift weapon more managesble.

>>KiLl yOu, JaCKelBItCh!<< Thewordsice-picked into my mind like stabs of eectric current.
>>Kill CAtbl Tch!<< Thething glanced over its shoulder. >>TheN Finish You Off, HalFThiNG!<<
it thought & me.

Thewords were chilling enough. The menta voice that uttered them was worse. Beyond ether were



the thought-images that accompanied the tel epathic messages, images of pain and carnage that were
persondlized for each of us.

A surge of adrendine shocked the strength back into my limbs, the ancient biologica failsafe of "fight
or flight." I disentangled myself from the tree, recalling the images he had compressed into the
thoughtburst blasted at me: pictures of two cemetery plots; of spidery hands digging into the dark, black
earth; of Jenny's and Kirsten's coffins being splintered, broken, broached. . . .

"Sonofabitch!" | hissed, hefting the halberd and staggering toward it. It was gathering itsdlf to spring
at Lupéwhile Suki till struggled with the crossbow. It heard my approach and hesitated. My adrendine
rush was good for about five yards, then the physicd redlities of shock and blood loss kicked in: my legs
went from rubber to Silly Putty. My momentum carried me forward for afew morefeet and | swung the
halberd as| fdl. | wasn't sure whether | swept itsfeet out from under it or if it just ssumbled, tripping itself
in alittle dance of indecision, but the creature followed me to the ground.

>>KIIL YoU!<< itsmind screamed. >>tEar Y oUr FHEsH!<<
Then Lupé was standing over us, raising the broken tree trunk above her head. The creature

screamed and | echoed with sympathetic pain that rang againgt my own skull. Then the splintered trunk
came down with a horrible crunching sound and the ground shook with the force of the impact.

| rolled away and managed to sit up with the last of my strength. The thing was pegged to the ground,
impaled on the shattered tree trunk like amoth on adisplay pin.

It should have been enough. But the thing writhed and squirmed like aworm on afishhook. Using the
halberd, | pushed myself back up to my knees and hauled the bladed end toward me. Lifting the oddly
welighted weapon was almost too much: | nearly swooned but caught mysalf astheimage of Jenny and
Kirsten's coffins flickered against the back of my eyebals once more. The thing turned and looked at me
as | brought the ax-blade up.

>>| HaVe TheM<< it thought at me. >>| hAvE ThEM bOTh. | WiLl ShOw YoU WhAT | WiIL Do
wlThtHem. | WilL ShOW—<<

But it didn't show me anything. The musclesin my armsturned to water and the blade came down
with nothing more than theforce of gravity. But it was enough. The axehead sheared through the thing's
throat like agingsu through margarine.

The night became black water and | was dipping benegath its surface.

Death is here and degth isthere, Shelley wrote, Death is busy everywhere, / All around, within,
beneath, / Above is death—and we are dezth.

"Chrid" A hand cradled my chin, lifted my face. | looked up into Suki's face. "How do you fed ?'
"Like...death...."

"Welve got to get him back to the bus." It was Lupésvoice. "Weve got to get some wholeblood in
his system.” Hands grasped me under my arms, lifted.

"What about the others?' | mumbled.

"Gone," Suki answered grimly. " Along with two vampire handlers. When the first onewent up in
smoke the others just scattered. | followed Gruesome here, but | wasn't able to get agood heart shot.”

| looked over at the headless thing pinioned by the sapling, but the shadows beneath the trees had
swallowed it in a degper darkness.

"What happened to you?' Sheflung my arm over her shoulder. Lupé did the same.

"Thespians" | whispered, "outstanding in their fidd."

"What? What was out, ganding in the field?'

"Repertory cast for Steinbeck's 'Miceand Men'. . . ." | murmured. My knees started to buckle and
they caught me.

"Wed better hurry," Suki told Lupé. "I'd like to get thisthing in abody bag and put it onice for later



Sudy.”
"If we don't get some whole blood into Csegjithe," | heard Lupé say, "well be needing two body bags
andtwicetheice"

Both women were surprisingly strong: | wastotaly dead weight now and they were practicaly
carying me.

Then they dropped me.

Under the circumstances, | could hardly blame them: the creature was moving.

It was gill pinned to the ground by the broken tree trunk. But its arms were coming up and apair of
spidery hands grabbed at the wooden beam that transfixed its chest. It pulled and the tree came up out its
body with awet, sucking sound.

"Oh, shit," | said, asit tossed the tree aside and fumbled for itshead. It rolled to itsfeet, clutching its
head like awide receiver looking for open yardage.

>>KiLL YoU alLl!<< the creature thought. And then the misshapen monstrosity was loping away,
vanishing into the night's heart of darkness.

"Weve got to stop it," Lupé whispered in ashocked voice.

"And how are we going to do that?" Suki asked.

"It's getting away! Weve got to—"

"What? Chaseit? And then do what if we catch it?" She shook her head. "Y ou put a heart-sized hole
right in the middle of that nightmare's chest, Lupé! That tree had to have sundered the spina cord where
it came out! Then we took its head clean off! How you gonna stop athing that can get up and run away
with that kind of damage?" She shook her head again and grabbed my arm. "It'stimeto get the hell out of
here and rethink our plans. And try to keep Einstein here dive, because we're going to need al the help
we can get when we caich up with that thing again!”

"Eingtein?"' | queried as Lupé grabbed my other arm and leg.

"Eingein," she agreed, matching Lupé's sarcasm. They began dragging me back toward the road and

the haven of the bus. It would have been better if they had been taller or | had been shorter: my feet
dragged the ground and | waslosing my shoes.

"What amesd" Suki's eyes were glistening in the moonlight. " Perimeter guards, everyone armed: it
was asif they were expecting us."

"They were," | said, trying to think coherently and get my mouth to cooperate a the sametime. "We
were set up.”

"Ishe serious, or isthisjust more of the same?"

"I'm not sure. The big one put a pitchfork through him and instead of tearing their throats out he was
just gtting around and talking to them when | arrived.”

"Worriesme. The boy just doesn't seem to have the ingtincts necessary for hisnew lifestyle.”
"Oh, | don't know. He certainly seemed to know what to do with Deirdre. . . ."

"My, my, | think someone has their muzzle out of joint."

"Suki, why don't you just shut up and carry your haf—oh, shit!"

"Whdt isit?"

"lan't that where we left the bus?"

| raised my leaden head and looked where Lupé was pointing. Even though we were some distance
away, therewaslittle room for doubt: the buswason fire.



Chapter Fourteen

"l wasjust Sitting therewith my pistol holstered,” Mooncloud said, "when they yanked open the door
and tossed a couple of Molotov cocktalsinsde." Equa portions of pain and disgust drew down her
mouth and etched new linesin her face. "Never heard them coming.”

"Neither did 1," | mumbled. No one heard me over the crackling backdrop of thefire.

"By thetime | had the fire extinguisher out, they'd thrown three or four more agains the outside of the
bus. At that point it wasalost cause: al | could do was grab essentia items and abandon ship.”

"Y ou werelucky," Suki said.

"Yeah, | waslucky." Shimmering light from the burning bus bronzed the bitternessin Mooncloud's

face. "l lost our trangportation, our equipment, weapons, our medica supplies. | think | rebroke my leg
getting out of thet firetrap.”

"Y ou saved our database," Suki said, brushing off the laptop's carrying case, "and you could have
been shot. Y ou could have been killed."
"And richly deserved it,” Mooncloud said. "'l was careless. | was doppy—"

"Weall were" Lupé finished tying off the makeshift splint around the remains of the cast on
Mooncloud'sleg. "But thisisn't like other retrievas. We've aways hunted the newborns. inexperienced,
confused, amost always done. Thistime we're chasing someone who's had time to acclimate. And he's
in the company of professionas. The people were hunting are hunters themsalves, so maybe were
luckier than wethink."

"Lucky. . .." Mooncloud bowed her head. "Neither Chrisnor | arein any condition to travel. The
blood supplies, the medica kit, and my other crutch are all burned up. So are Lupésclothes. Inafew
hours the sun will be coming up. Suki, you and Chriswon't have anyplace to hide, to degp—"

"We're hafway between Somerset and New Lancagter,” she said. "Enough timeto reach ether at a
brisk walk and find some sort of shelter before dawn.”

"But not for Chris," Lupé pointed out.

"Hey," | sad, findly dtirring abit. "Maybe I've given up on adaytime lifestyle, but | don't think afew
hours of sunshine are gonnasmoke me."

"Maybe," Mooncloud said, "but we shouldn't take the chance."

"I'm no weenie," | grumbled.

"Youreadeiriousweenie" Lupésaid. "Shut up and let the rationa folk make the decisions.”

"He's probably right, though,” Mooncloud said. "He hasn't progressed much since we brought him
in." Sheturned to me. "Y ou could probably manage afair amount of daytime, if you were wearing agood
sunblock.”

"Jeepers, | could start anew trend: vampireswith tan lines.” | redized | was babbling and shut up.
"Suki, you hit the road now and find a place to hole up for the day," Garou said. "I'll stay here and



see that these two find some shade.

Mooncloud produced the cdllular phone, the other item sheld managed to grab on the way out. "I
caled the Doman and he's sending a helicopter and cleanup crew. Troubleis, they won't be here before
midmorning. Well haveto cross our fingersthat the local constabulary doesn't show up first. A close
examination of the fire scene could prove embarrassng.”

A cache of ammo in the burning bus suddenly went off, punctuating her last words with random
tracers of sizzling lead. | was dready lying down; everyone dse threw themsdvesflat.

"What about our alliesfrom Chicago?' Suki asked once the snap, crackle, and pop became sounds
of cooling metd.

"I'vetried them repeatedly. They're either out of the car or the phone has been switched off. I'll keep
trying, but we can't take any chances. Suki, you hit the road now and well meet you back here—mmm,
better make that a mile south of here, as soon asyou can make it after sunset.”

"I'll meet you," Lupé amended. "Dr. Mooncloud and Mr. Csgthe are going to be airlifted out of here
for medicd treatment just as soon asthe cavdry arrives."

Suki stood rluctantly. "I don't likeleaving you.”
"There's no other sensible choice," Mooncloud said. " Take cover and come back tonight.”

"All right. Be careful!" She turned to go and took a couple of steps. "Wait. | don't know if thisis
important, but | noticed that al the vehicles belonging to our little Kansas cabal had Arkansas license
plates.”

Lupéwhigtled. "Bubbas along ways from home."

"Perhapsit'saruse,”" Mooncloud pondered as Suki jogged into the darkness, "using false platesto
misdirectus. . .."

"I don't think they're that clever,” | said, remembering Rancher Cantrell'stale of midnight trespassers.
"What difference doesit make?"

| turned toward Lupé. "It means were now looking for a Chevy van with Arkansas plates.”

"Why?' Mooncloud asked.

"And what are Satanists from Arkansas doing here?' Lupé pondered.

"Don't know what brought them here," | said, trying to lever myself up on one ebow, "but | think
they're legit. This part of the country has a history of arcane events—spook lights and hauntings that
predate even the white man's arriva here. Maybe they think it's aplace of power, anexus or focal point.

"Or maybethey just figure they're lesslikely to have their reputations ruined back homeif they're
caught out of state,” Mooncloud mused.

"Whatever the reason, our quarry apparently ran into thistraveling circuslast night.”

Lupé came over and eased meinto asitting position againgt alarge rock. "Maybe somebody stuck a
pitchfork in one of them,” | continued. " Somehow, the New Y ork group convinced these jokers that they
were demons or minions of Satan, or some sort of folderol, and got some cooperation. First they
swapped their limo for somebody's van. Then they told them to be on the lookout for us—promised
some sort of reward for killing us. So while we were being oh-so-clever in snesking up on them, they
were dready waiting for us.”

Lupésfacewas skeptica. "They told you dl this?'

"They inferred asmuch.”

"Inferred?

| glared right back at her. "Inferred.”

"Gregt! Whilethey were at it, did they infer what happened to L uath?'



"What happened to Luath?"

"Um, | think," said Mooncloud, "that Lupé just asked that question.”

"Hey," | said, "I don't know what happened to Luath. Y ou're the only one who heard him tonight.”
"Stop it!" Mooncloud hissed. "Stop it, the both of you!™

We both looked at her. Theflicker of firelight made trenches out of the fresh linesin her face.

"We cant afford this. We dready have enough problems, enough enemies, without turning on each
other. Lupé, I'm surprised a you, baiting Chriswhen he'sin shock."

"Actudly, | wasbaiting him out of it," she said with ahdf smile. "Got his adrendine pumping and | do
believeheismoredert.”

Mooncloud peered at me. "His color isalittle better. But he till has a serious need for blood. And
we aso have to find him some shelter from the sun beforeit rises. Something better than tree shade, if

possble”

"Il seewhat | can do," Lupé said, crouching down on dl fours. She metamorphosized into wolf form
and |loped off down the road.

"Strangegirl,” | murmured.

"Sheshad avery difficult life"

"l canimagine”

"Y ou can't even beginto imagine," she sngpped. "And you're complicating thingsfor her."

"Hey, | didn't ask to be run through with a pitchfork! And it's not my fault the blood supplies got
crisped!"

"That's not what 1'm talking about!"

"Wdl, what are you talking about?"

Mooncloud stared a me. "Y ou really don't know, do you?"

| stared back. "What?"

She sighed and settled back againgt the tree trunk. "Never mind.”

"I hardly do, anymore.” | lowered my head back to the ground and stared up through the tree
branches at the night sky. The stars glistened like chips of crushed icein the moon's absence. Glowing
red embers swarmed in their midst like ahost of demonic fireflies. The breeze began to freshen, sweeping
the sparks away to the west, dong with most of the heat from the smoldering wreckage. My undead
flesh, lacking evenits basal blood supply, felt the night breeze asachill wind.

"Y ou're not like other vampires, Chris," Mooncloud said quietly.

"Y eah, nofangs.”

"l don't mean in that way. Thereésa coldnessthat setsin. . . ."

"l think I'm feding it right now." | repressed ashiver.

"l don't mean temperature, either.”

"Well, | imagineit takesacertain kind of mindset to hunt human beingsfor food."

She nodded. "That and, as| mentioned before, there are biochemical changesin the brain. | wonder
if you'll eventudly lose touch with your own humanity as the others have done, take on their arrogance. . .

"I don't need anybody else's arrogance; | brought my own, thank you." | thought back to the Doman,
Suki, Damien, and Dr. Burton. "But, so far, everyone's been pretty friendly." Not counting New Y ork's
involvement. Or Lupé, of late.

"Perhaps you are mistaking curiosity and interest for warmth. Don't get me wrong, Chris; Pagelovitch
isagood Doman. Fair, never unnecessarily cruel, and he looks after those he considers his own.



"But you have been treated particularly well because of your intrinsic value on the Underworld
market: your condition may be the key that unlocks anumber of secretsthat have euded the wampyr for
centuries.

"It dsoisamatter of your trangtion. Thereisacaste system in which the rules of behavior are very
strong and compelling. Mutua respect is de rigueur among vampires. But only among their own kind. To
the Doman and the other vampires of his demesne, Lupé and | are valued servants, serfs—possessions
even. We are not now nor ever can be'equals.’ Vampires are the Masters." "

| remembered Bachman'swordsin my room just before | got my first swimming lesson as one of the
newly undeed.

"And it'sworse for us than most of the others,” she continued. "It's our job as part-time enforcersto
go after other members of this Master Race. And put them down, if necessary. Y ou see the problem?"

Y eah, it was starting to come into focus. Given the mindset, Mooncloud and Garou were the
equivaent of acouple of uppity niggersto this cold-blooded "Massa' Race. "Isthere anything | can do?

"No. And don' try. Y ou won't make anyone happy and you'll just get Lupé al the more confused.
Wasthere any sign of Luath while you were out there?'

It took me amoment to mentaly shift gears. "No. Why? Do you think Lupé isimagining things?'
"Maybe. Butit'smorelikely that the cu sith wasn't fully banished.”

"Fully whet?'

"He may have only been pushed into an overlgpping dimension. Maybe partialy phased.”
"Partidly phased,” | said.

"Right. In which case it might be possible that he's still around. In a phased sense, you understand.”
"Me? Understand?’

"So it would gill be possible to track our quarry aslong as Lupé can hear him."

| wastired and cold and even more confused than | had been five minutes before, so | didn't waste
my energy trying to point out that we had no weapons, no trangportation, and no means of tracking the
cu sith through the transponder anymore,

"Found something!" Lupé said, loping up out of the darkness. Unnerving enough that we didn't hear
her returning, but it aways gave me aturn when she spoke while still in wolf form.

"How far?' Mooncloud wanted to know.

"Not far. A short wak." Her muzzle swung over to consider me. "'For ahedthy man."

"How about if | crawl?" | asked.

"I'll help you." Lupé's shape shifted back aong human lines as she came and leaned over me. "Can
you gt up?'

| decided | needed proper motivation when | failed at my first attempt. Maybe I'd do better if
someone placed a TV remote between my fest. . . .

She hoisted me to my feet on the second attempt and then had to hold onto me to keegp me from
fdling over. "Friends don't let friendswalk drunk,” 1 chided.

"Tell the Doman," Lupé told Mooncloud over her shoulder, "that he owes mebig time for this."

"Good luck," Tg caled aswe lurched off down the road.

It was worse than embarrassing, it was humiliating: not just in that | had dl the slamina of Raggedy
Andy on Percodan, but aslucidity came and went like abungee jumper, | found mysdf draped over my

human crutch in avariety of positions. Bad enough had she been wearing clothes, but under the present
circumstances. . .

When she dapped my face to bring me around, | awoke thinking | had just been called on an "out of
bounds’ pendty. Sowly | discovered that | was lying down and sitting up &t the same time. And that we



seemed to bein atunnd.

"Werein adry culvert that runs under theroad,” she said, the corrugated metal tube echoing her
words into a distorted booming sound. She put her hand to my forehead. "How do you fed ?*

"Thanksfor not saying ‘we.'" My teeth were sarting to chatter.
"You're not running afever. You're cold. Isthat good or bad?"

"Doesn't fed s0 good. But then again I'm feding surprisingly well for aguy who got run through with
apitchfork."

She frowned. "Y es, and we have an account to settle on that matter.” She reached out and began
unfastening the buttons on my shirt. "But for now well do what we can about keeping you dive. Let's see
if we can get you warmed up." My shirt, still damp but turning crusty with blood, came off, and she used
it to sponge the area around my wounds. Then she pulled me againgt her and down to the ground.

Her skin was covered with short, downy hairslike peach fuzz, and the fed of her waslikewarm
velvet. She wrapped her arms around me and dowly did her hands up and down my back, trying to pull
the chill out of my semidead flesh. The pain receded as | basked in the warmth that poured out of her like
secret sunlight.

It wasn't long before | felt afamiliar irring. A hunger was awakening. Not now, | thought.
But | needed blood. And that need was inescapable.
Undeniable. . . .

Except, asthefeding grew inintengty, it didn't fed like the bloodlust that had become increasingly
familiar of late. It was adifferent kind of hunger, of need.

"Isthishdping?" she murmured, her face closeto mine.

In response, | touched my lipsto hers. She answered in kind. The kiss that followed waslong, deep,
and more satisfying than anything | could have imagined.

"Thisisabad ideg," she whispered, finally.

"I'm just full of bad ideas," | whispered back.

She snuggled against me. "Are you warm enough?'
"I'm getting there.”

She sghed. "Y ou till need blood.”

"It will haveto wait."

"Y ou don't haveto wait. | can give you some of mine."

| flinched: the thought of taking alittle of her blood seemed even worse, now, than what Deirdre had
seduced me into doing just days before.

"I can't,” | sad, faling back on the old standby. "Dr. Mooncloud ingststhat | have nothing but normal
blood. It might contaminate her research—"

She shook her head. "I don't care about research. | care about keeping you dive."
"l don't want your blood."

"You'd drink Deirdre dry but refuse asingle swalow from me?* Shelooked in my eyes and flinched.
"I'm sorry. | know that wasn't your fault." Claws extended from her fingertips. "We can argue about this
later." She drew asingle claw acrossthe inside of her hand. Blood began to gather in her cupped palm.
"Y ou've got to have something." Sheraised her hand to my lips. "Drink."

"If you take even one swalow," said anew voice, "then | shdl be forced to kill you both!"
| looked over and, at the opening of the culvert, | saw afamiliar face.

Theface of Degth.

| swooned.



"Chris, what happened? Areyou dl right?"
"Daddy, Daddy, what happened to your shirt?"

| look down and eventudly redlize that my shirtishaf on, half off and soaked with awitch's brew of
blood, water, and mud.

"What happened to him?"

"Don't rightly know, maam," thefire chief istelling my wife. "My guessis he got alungful of smoke,
staggered into the barn, and collapsed. We found him there and the paramedics have been looking him
over.

"Hey, Jm!" Hemotionsto one of the firemen who was holding a bresthing mask over my facewhen |
woke up.

"We gave him oxygen,” Jm explains asthe chief moves off to direct cleanup efforts, "but hes il pae
and shocky. Take him straight to adoctor or the emergency room and have him looked at."

"What about that bandage on hisarm?' Jenny wantsto know.

"Wel now, maam, | was about to ask you the same thing. That's not our handiwork; he had it on
whenwefound him."

"Wedll, hedidn't haveit an hour ago.” Shelooksat me.
"|—I don't remember,” | say. It issomething that | will say for therest of her life.

"Will you help me get him into our van?' she asksthe paramedic. "I'll take him Straight to the nearest
doctor."

"I canwalk," | say. When | provethat | can, I'm even more surprised than they are.

"Daddy, are you going to go to the hospital 7" Kirsten asks as her mother easesthe van around in a
dow, tight turn.

"No, honey, werre going to go straight home so | can rest.”
Jennifer gives me the Look. "We are taking you to adoctor.”

"Serioudy, Jen; | am feding better!" And | am. Thefarther awvay we get from the fire and the creepy
old barn, the better (sofer) | fed. "In fact, I'm ready to drive now."

"Don't beslly."

We are back on 103 now, and the town of Weir isjust ahead. "Tdl you what, though,” | say,
spotting an IGA Food Mart up ahead, "I could use a couple of Tylenol. Why don't we stop here? It
only take amoment.”

My wifeisawoman completely devoid of guile. More surprisng: after nine years of marriage, she il
doesn't expect it from me. When she comes back out with thetiny sack, | am sitting behind the steering
whed with the driver's door locked. Kirsten laughs delightedly at Jennifer's scowl. "Daddy tricked you,
Mommy! Now he getsto drivel"

"l don't think you're funny," she says, climbing into the passenger seet.

"Oh, lighten up, Jen," | say, pulling us back out onto 103. We head east.

"Y ou're amacho pig just trying to prove how tough you are." Thewords are not devoid of affection
asshesaysit.

"Not only that," | say, "but a penny-pinching tightwad who doesn't believe in wasting ninety bucks
and another hour in awaiting room with two-year-old magazines just so adoctor can tell meto take
some Tylenol and go home and lie down."”

Outsde the town limits, | bring the van up to fifty-five miles per hour and set the cruise control.
"See?' | raise my kneesto the steering whedl. "Nothing to do but steer. And | can do that with one hand.
With onefinger.”

"My, my, arent wefeding better?' She smirks, but there is genuine concern in my wifés eyes. I'll



aways remember those eyes, just that way. Wide, cornflower blue—they have away of shiningin avery
specia way when she looks (Ilooked) at me. "Now, maybe you can tell me what happened to you back
therein that barn?'

"Wh-what?" | feel an unexpected wave of dizziness.
"l hopethat old manisgoing to bedl right."

My heart lurchesinmy chest. "OId. .. man...?
"Can't you remember anything?"

Don't want to!

"The barn?' The periphery of my visonisclouding, growing dark. My foot dancesfor the brake,
finds only the accelerator. A red tide washes over my thoughts.

"Sow down, Chris; werre coming up on the highway."

Can't seeit! I'm groping in darkness for the cruise control release, for the brake. The steering whed!
dipsout of my hands.

And | remember—for just one moment—the horror that was waiting for mein the barn. A horror
that | thought could not be surpassed and still survived.

And then | know that there are worse things than the horror in the barn.

They are unfolding even now asthe sound of the tractor-trailer's airhorn drowns out Kirsten's
screams. . . .

| remember, now.
And, with the memory, | opened my eyes and looked at hisface.

It was an old face, ancient, in fact. But not infirm or beset by any of the weakness or dissolution that
one associates with the aging process. It was astrong face, whole, unmarked by scars or wounds where
the flesh had once been burned away from the bone.

It was the face that had |ooked out the rear window of ablack and white, 1931 Duesenberg the night
| arrived at the Doman's castle in Sesttle. It was the face that looked down upon my death throesin the
trunk of alimousine belonging to an assassination team from New Y ork. It was the face that waited at the
end of that dark culvert | had last found mysdlf in that had spoken just before | passed out.

And it was the face that had surfaced from the bloody stew, locked away in my nightmare pit of
forbidden dreams.

It spoke now.

It said: "Good evening, Mr. Csgthe." My namerolled oddly off of histongue. "I trust you arefeding
better?'

| wasn't fedling better. | wasfeding stronger. There was adifference. It wasn't easy tearing my eyes

away from his, but | felt the needlein my arm and | needed to look: five plastic packets of whole blood
were suspended on atelescoping pole beside my bed. All were feeding directly into my arm.

My eyesreturned to that ancient face, to the man standing at the foot of my bed. Therewas
something in hiseyes, in hisbearing, inthe dl but visble aurathat seemed to surround him that suggested
thiswas a man used to meek subservience and unaccustomed to insolence,

"I've had Monday morningsthat wereworse," | answered for just that very reason.

He smiled. Hislips were cruel—a phrase I'd never expected to encounter outside of abad romance
novel and yet no other description came close. His smile was not aparticularly comforting expression.

"I'm afraid you have the advantage of me, Sir.” | was never one to be content with tugging on
Superman's cape when | could spit into the wind, too.

His smile grew broader, revealing the sharpest set of canines | had seen on avampire yet. "Forgive
me, | have been unaccountably rude. | am," he said, executing adight bow, "VIadimir Drakul Bassarab



the Afth."
"Count Dracula," | said.
He clicked hisheds. "At your service"

Chapter Fifteen

"Y ou're the mongter in the barn?' Lupé squeezed my hand protectively as she sat next to my motel
room bed.

"It was an old farmhouse," Dracula said, continuing his sory from the chair on the other sde of my
bed. "Thefire department decided the fire was caused by ashort in the eectrical wiring. Victor wasin
town a thetime. I, of course, wasin my coffin, deeping. By the time the smoke had reached the
basement and penetrated my deeping chamber, there was no way out except through solid walls of
flame. | summoned Victor, but | could not wait for hisarrival.

"I was badly burned in passing through the flames. | made it outside under my own power. There, my
charred flesh was further consumed by the sunlight that my kind seeks so assiduoudy to avoid.”

"According to Bram Stoker," | said, "you were able to go about during the daytime with no
difficulties save that your powers were somewhat diminished.”

"Bah! That hack? And whom else do you count upon for your research, Mr. Csgjthe? Hollywood?
Ellstree Studios? Anne Rice?' The outburst seemed more theetrics than actual temper and he returned to
hisaccount asif uninterrupted. "I collgpsed just outside the barn moments before Victor arrived.”

"The New Y ork team was asking questions about a Victor Wren," Lupé murmured.

"Victor ismy servitor and liegeman. He has been with mefor many yearsand | have owed my lifeto
him on more than one occasion.” He glanced at an ornate pocket watch. "1 wonder what is keeping him."

"So, you summoned Christo the barn when he arrived,” Lupé persisted, "and took some of his blood
to day dive?'

"I wasfortunate: | wastoo far in extremisto take nourishment for mysdlf," he said. "Mr. Csgthe
cameaong at just theright moment. Victor wasamedica corpsman in Vietnam and, fortunately, was
ableto jury-rig the necessary materiadsfor ablood transfusion.”

"Unfortunately,” Mooncloud said from the suddenly open doorway, "it was doppy.” It was getting all
too easy for anyone to sneak up on me. "In the process, Chriswas partially infected.”

"Sorry we're late," Wren said, coming in behind her. "We were delayed en route to the hospitd.
Traffic was backed up on 69 for milesin both directions. Some old guy was standing out in the middle of
the highway, naked as ajaybird, and holding a skunk over his head.” He shook his head. "Y ou wouldn't
believe what happened next. . . ."

Out of my nightmaresand in thelight of day, Wren was neither formidable or frightening. Of medium
height, he had fair skin and long, carrot-colored hair worn in aponytail that hung halfway down his back.
He looked thirty-something, but atour in 'Nam meant another decade at the least. Good genes? Or
something beyond human norms?



"What do you mean ‘partialy infected?" Lupé asked as Mooncloud swung across the room on new
crutches.

"Well, we know that Chrisis stuck in midtrangtion. That certain parts of the metamorphosis havent
even begun yet—most noticeably, the development and extended growth of anew set of upper incisors.”
She lowered herself into a chair and propped her leg, in its new cast, on the edge of my bed. "I've been
working on this theory for awhile now, but I can only prove about haf of it. For the rest?' She shrugged.
"I'd need to get both of you into the government biocontainment labsat USAMRIID. So, | can only tell
you what makes sense based on the evidence.”

Dracula—or Bassarab—signaed for her to continue.

"Weve preity well established that we're dedling with amutative virus with recombinant effectson
human RNA and DNA. We know that, though there is a basdline effect, the actua range of mutations
variesfrom oneindividud to the next."

| interrupted: " So there's something in my genetic makeup that isresisting or suppressing a portion of
thevirus?'

Mooncloud shook her head. "I don't think so. No. Based on the circumstances of your infection, |
believe the incompleteness of your transformation is due to the fact that you were not fully infected to
begin with."

"Oh," I mused, "kind of like being alittle bit pregnant.”

"Excuse me, Doctor,” our host said, "but, over the centuries, | have taken an interest in diseases of
the blood. And, while | do not have amedica degree, | have more than alayman's acquaintance with the
subject of viruses." He leaned forward, hisface adissertation on intengity. "Oneis ether infected with a
virusor not. A virus may be carried in adormant phase for months or even years. The effects can be
somewhat localized, or the severity of the infection can be graded on some sort of scale. . . but it would
be incorrect to say that only part of the viruswas a work here."

"Except that it istrue,” Mooncloud inssted, "if the vampiric condition isthe result of acombinant
uper-virus."

"Super-virus?' someone said. Maybe it was me.

"A virusthat isthe 'offspring.' " she explained, "of two separate but combinant viruses."

"Wait aminute," | said. "Y ou're saying that the vampire virusis actualy the product of two separate
viruses—and that these two viruses combine to change the host body to undead status?”

"Ah, aquick study, Mr. Csgthe." Bassarab steepled hisfingers and turned back to Mooncloud. " So,
you are suggesting that he received one of the two combinant strains through the transfusion. But not the
other?

She nodded.

| waved my arms, nearly didodging my own IV's. "Wait aminute, wait aminute, here! | don't know a
virus from abacterium but | think | know enough about transfusions. Asthe donor, | might infect the
count—"

"Prince," Bassarab corrected.

"What?"

"l was never a'count,™ he elaborated, "but in the fevered imaginings of hack writerd"

"—but he shouldn't be ableto infect me," | concluded with an apologetic nod to our rescuer.
"It was amessy business,” Wren confessed with gpparent discomfort.

"Addefrom that," his"master" added, "vampire blood has some very unusud properties.”

"That'strue," Mooncloud seconded. "I've seen tainted blood cultures actualy move toward untainted
cultures on the same microscope dide—the platel ets actualy seeming to homein on whole, red cdlls.”

"But are we talking about two separate viruses that work in concert, or two phases of the same virus



asit mutates?' | asked.
"Thefirg," Mooncloud said, "l think.

"Y ou see, there are four basic effects of vird infection at the cellular level. Somevirusesare
endosymbionts, existing in adormant state in the host cells. Some are cytopathic, killingthecells
outright. Hyperplastic viruses act smilarly, but they stimulate the host cdllsto divide before killing them.
And then we have the transfor mative or mutative virusesthat simulate cellsto divide in the same
manner as hyperplastic viruses but, instead of killing the cdlls, they recombine with the cells RNA and/or
DNA to produce mutationsin cellular growth and reproduction.

"Whilethefind virusisatransformative virus, the two component viruses that combine to produce
it are hyperplastic in nature. They survive only ashort time outside of avampiric host asthey tend to
destroy their host cdlls and eliminate their own habitat.

"VirusA, let'scal it, infectsthe cdlsin the bloodstream and as those cdlls are killed off, they must be
replaced with fresh host cells. Thisis one of the reasons that the transformed body of the vampire
requiresfresh blood regularly: infusions of living, uninfected, host cdllsfor the virus.

"VirusB," she continued, growing excited asthe pieces of evidence werefindly faling into place, "is
more theoretical as| have never been ableto turn up cellular evidence in thelab. | aways assumed that it
was carried in the bloodstream like Virus A and that the lack of cellular evidence was dueto an
extremely accelerated gedtation cycle: it reverted it to endosymbiotic status, making it impossibleto find a
few days or even hours after theinitia infection.

"That'swhere | went wrong."

"And how isthat, Doctor?" Our host seemed quite intrigued.

"Once Virus A and Virus B combine, they cease to exist within the bloodstream as separate entities.
Virus A eventudly returnsin its separate form but not Virus B. When the super-virus entersits gestation
cycle, it produces anew generation of 'A' and 'B' viruses—like abisexua organism spewing out both
eggs and sperm. Virus A settlesinto the bloodstream, but Virus B goes el sawhere to roost and wait.”

"Where?' | demanded, getting alittle fed up with her use of dramatic hesitation.

"The saliva?' Lupé guessed.

Mooncloud nodded.

"It'sthat Smple?" | asked, shaking my head. "Because | wasn't bitten but came in contact with
infected blood, I'm haf avampire? Then how come—"

"How comethere aren't other instances of Virus A being transferred in the same way?* Mooncloud
smiled. "It'stheoreticaly possible. But stored blood would be much lesslikdly to host the virusfor any
extended period of time. And transfusions with vampires, | suspect, arerare indeed.”

| tried to image an occasion where avampire would offer to donate blood. Failed.

Bassarab frowned. "But | have heard of viruses surviving for hundreds, even thousands of years—"

"Some viruses, Sir. But the gpparent difficulties of creating new vampires—even after repeated
exchanges of blood and sdiva—suggeststhat thisvirusis much less hardy than the host body thet isits
undead carrier.”

"Y ou are spesking of theories here, Doctor,” Bassarab reminded her.

"True. Butit fitsal of the known data and answers anumber of questions.”

"But," he stroked his chin and turned to look a me, "in theory, then, | should be able to complete Mr.
Csgjthé's metamorphaosis by biting him, now.”

"Now hold on here," | said, easing back againgt the headboard.

"Only with your permission, of course," he added with asmile.

"Theoreticdly, yes. . . ." Mooncloud turned and looked at me with a speculative look that gave me
chills



"It would certainly go along way toward proving your theory," Bassarab said.
"Yes. . "
"No!" Lupé snarled. The hair on her forearms was standing up, and she was positively bristling.

"My, my, | animpressed,” Bassarab remarked mildly. "Even though you are not fully transformed,
you command greet loyadty in your servitors.”

"Mr. Csgthe has no servitors here,” Mooncloud said icily.

Hesmiled. "Y ou arejoking. Y ou would have me believe—what?—that you arein charge of this
misson?'

| leaned over and murmured to Lupé "Define thisfor me—are we witnessing an exhibition of
misogyny, racism, or some kind of multigpecies/class superiority prgudice thing?”

Shedtill bristled, but | saw the hint of asmile and alittle of the tension seemed to ease from her
trembling frame.

There was more of asmile on Dr. Mooncloud's face as she steepled her fingers and bit back. "Mr.
Bassarab—or Vlad Tepes or Count Dracula or whoever you claim to be—I think the fact that we are
dlies," she smiled more broadly, "and you are certainly in need of dliesthese days, entitlesusto alittle
more courtesy on your part.”

Whiledl of thiswas going on | was shaking off my emotiond lethargy. My black pit of forgetfulness
was unsedled now, and ugly memories were starting to crawl out.

"Allies? How dare you!" Bassarab was standing now, hislong, pale featureswhite with anger. "l am
the Drakul, Voivode of Waachiaand Warlord of the Transylvanian Unity! It was| who timeand time
again beat back the numberless hordes of Mongols, Turks, and Hungarians, winning victory after victory
againg insurmountable oddsl My nameis synonymous with terror, | have outlived my foesand their
progeny even unto their great-great-grandchildren! | wield powers and forces that are unknown and
unthinkable to mere mortals! | am deathlesst To my enemies| am Degth!”

"And yet," Mooncloud interrupted, "you are on the run from acarful of thugs.”

"I have my reasonsfor my present actions. | owe you no explanations. | owe you nothing—except
for Mr. Csgthe, whose blood-bond—"

"Y ou owememy wifeand my little girl, you son-of-a-bitch!" | was halfway acrossthe length of the
bed of a sudden, 1VVs popping from my arm and whipping about the room. "I want them back! | want my
life back!"

Lupé caught me, held me back. Had | not already been serioudy weakened, even her lycanthropic
strength would not have been able to restrain me.

"But you can't!" | panted. "They're dead and there's nothing you can do to bring them back!" |
strained against Lupé's grasp. " So what good is your fucking blood bondtome. .. or..." Tomy own
horror | sagged in her arms and began to weep.

The old vampire seemed to rise off the floor, spreading his cape wide like the unfolding wings of a
great, ancient bat. "AsWarlord | dew tens of thousands of my peopl€'s enemies. As voivode of the
unliving and, later, as Doman of the New Y ork demesne, | personally took hundreds more, thousands
through the actions of those whom | made dark immortals. Blood is spilled, Mr. Csgthe, among the
innocent aswell asthe guilty. | cannot fed an obligation to avictim each time | must feed. | owe nothing
to any mortal, save Victor here, and heiswell compensated for his service.

"But you and |, Christopher Csgjthe, share a blood-bond for our life-forces have been mingled. And,
according to the code that our society has adopted from necessity, | must take responsibility for you until
such timethat you are fully assmilated.

"And | am sorry for the loss of your wife and child: it was needless and served no purpose.”

"But that happened after the blood-bond was forged,” Mooncloud pounced, "so you are not without



respongbility in the matter!”

Bassarab turned on her with ascowl. "Will you play the barracks lawyer with me, Doctor? Very
well, let us split hairsand strain a gnatdl If Mr. Csgtheisnot truly wampyr, not fully undeed, isthe
blood-bond fully in effect? If heisgtill mortd, then | owe him nothing and may do with him as pleases
m"

"Yeah?' | struggled to get past Lupé's arms and my tears and was only haf successful. "Come on!
Float your candy-vampire-ass over here and take your best shot! Well settle al debtsright here and
now!"

"Shut! Up!" Mooncloud yelled a me. "It was an accident, Chrisl Thereis nothing that any of us here
can do that will bring them back! And you!" she continued, rounding on Bassarab. "If you would pretend
to be Vlad Drakul Bassarab, called Dracula, it would serve your little masguerade to remember than the
Voivode of Waachiawasaman of honor! Further victimizing this man will not serve hismemory or help
your cause! What we must do, here and now, isforge an dliance that will prove mutualy beneficid,
insure our mutud victory, and bring death and vengeance down upon our enemies! To accomplish that
we must begin with atruce and amodicum of mutual respect!”

Bassarab lowered himself back into his chair. He still glowered as he turned to Dr. Mooncloud, but
his lipstwitched asif fighting asmile and there was a suspicion of respect in his voice as he spoke.

"Perhaps | waswrong about you, madam. | begin to believe that you may indeed be voivode and
warlord in your own demesne.

Fifteen hourslater we were back in Kansas City buying anew Ford Bronco. With cash.

"Who's Samon P. Chase?' Lupé asked as she did behind the steering whed!.

"Who?' | mumbled groggily. Theinfusion of blood by 1V had helped agresat dedl, but | needed a
good day's deep. It was now eleven am. and my biologica clock wasingsting that it was hours past my
bedtime.

"Sdmon P. Chase. He wasn't apresident. All the others were presidents.”

| pushed the felt-brimmed fedora up off my face and adjusted my wraparound sunglasses against the
glare of the midday sun outside the Bronco's tinted windows. "What are you talking about?"

"Thesehills. . . ." Shefanned the thick stack of grey-green paper a me.

"Federa reserve notes," | corrected, "not 'bills." "

"Look here," she continued, pulling individua notes from the stack. "William McKinley on the
five-hundred-dollar bill, Grover Cleveland on the thousand. . ."

| yawned. Felt my incisorsto seeif they'd grown. Nada

" ... and heré's James Madison on the five-thousand. All presidents.”

"Ben Franklin's on the hundred-dollar bill," | said, studying my indistinct reflection in the vanity mirror
on the passenger-side visor. Picture Indiana Jones trying to pose as a Secret Service agent. "He'snot a

president.” The sunblock | had dathered on felt like ancient cold cream gone bad and starting to curdle.
But. .. sofar, sogood: | hadn't burst into flame or started crumbling to dust, yet.

"Franklin | know," she retorted. "But this guy on the ten-thousand-dollar bill | never heard of." She
turned the key in theignition and the Bronco's engine growled into apurring idle.

Dr. Mooncloud tapped on my window and | lowered the glass. "Herésalist of the sporting goods
dedersthat carry crossbows,” she said, handing mealist. "Victor and | have the other hdf of thelist, and
welll meet you back at the motel as soon as we're done.” She glanced over her shoulder. "Have you tried
to cal the Doman, yet?'

Lupé nodded. "Twice. Every time| get within ten feet of atelephone, | want to throw up!”

"Mentd domination. It'slike a post-hypnotic suggestion.”



"Damn vampires and their mind control!" Lupé patted my hand. " Present company excepted.”
"Well," Mooncloud said, "if you can think of anything elsethat will help, get it. Any questions?’
"Yeah," | said, jerking my thumb, "L upé wantsto know who Samon P. Chase was."

The doctor frowned quizzicaly. "Hewas alawyer, palitician, and an antidavery leader before the
American Civil War—three-term senator, governor of Ohio. Tried to win the Republican candidacy for
president twice, and the Democratic candidacy once. He served as Secretary of the Treasury on
Lincoln'swar cabinet. He was instrumentd in establishing a system of national banksthat could issue
notes aslegd tender. Ended up being the fifth—no—sixth chief justice of the Supreme Court.” She
amiled. "Anything dse?'

| shook my head. "L et's get this done so we can get back and get alittle shut-eye."

She nodded and headed back over to the Duesenberg where Wren was waiting.

"Still seemsafunny choicefor apicture on the ten-thousand-dollar bill," Lupé muttered as she shifted
gears and headed toward the lot's exit.

"Sheleft out the part about him running against Lincoln,” | said, leaning my seet back into a
thirty-degree incline and pulling my hat back down over my face. "He put his own face on most of the
denominations and the ten-thousand-dollar note as a campaign gimmick. The ten thousand isthe sole
urvivor.”

IIH :' AL n

"I watch alot of Jeopardy.”

" Jeopardy?

"Cal me old-fashioned and Trebek isfine, but hesnot Art Fleming.”

"l hate you now." | couldn't see her smile but | could hear it in her voice. " So, do you think he's
legit?"

"Alex Trebek?' | grunted.

"Count Dracula. Y ou know: Mr. Degth to his many friends and admirers.”

"Hmmp. For aservitor, you seem to be lacking the appropriately reverent tonein discussing a
member of the Master Race. Particularly the Grand Prince of said race, himsdlf."

"If himsdf heactudly is™

"Doesit redly matter?

"Wl it isapretty incredible story: Draculaas head of the New Y ork demesne. . . "

In addition to claiming that he was the Count—excuse me, Prince—Dracula, our host had told us
that he had ruled the New Y ork demesnefor over a century. Eventually, he explained, he had grown
tired of the responghilities: the intrigues, plots, the infighting. One of the factions had become involved
with organized crime, opening a Pandoras box that even the self-styled Prince of Darkness found
distagteful. There had been attempts on hislife (or unlife, if you prefer) even by his own kind—the ancient
tradition of advancement by assassination.

There had findly come aday, he'd explained, when he had grown weary of the games and decided
to live free, once more.

Of course, one doesn't "retire’ from avampire enclave any more than one retires from certain covert
governmenta agencies or the Mafia. Especidly if you are the Vlad Dracula

"And so0 | had to disappear,” he'd told me on the long, night drive back up to Kansas City. "1 planned
it very carefully, liquidating selected assets that had been accumulated over the centuries, preparing a
dozen different safe-houses with sheltered networks of investments and income, hoarding equipment and

supplies, building false identities and essentidly creating a secret demesne for mysdlf that would be as
invisbleto the other underground enclaves as they were to the world of mortals.

"And 0, | reasoned, where would one look for the Voivode of Walachia, the Prince of Darkness,



the king of the wampyr ? London? Paris? Monaco? One of the world's greet citieswith anever-ending
night life and millions of human cattle to hunt and hide among?

"Ah. Maybe someday. . . .

"But for awhile—and what are afew years when one has lived for centuries, may livefor
millennia?—it made senseto lie low and regroup where no one would think to look for the legendary
Dracula

"Kansas"

Now one might think that Count Draculawould stand out in the cornfields of Kansaslike Liberace at
ablack tieand tails effair.

Especidly since Liberaceisno longer among the living.
But as Blowfeld once said to 007: "'If | destroy Kansas, Mr. Bond, it will be two years before the
rest of the world would noticethat it'smissng.”

Well, it'snot redly quite that bad: hardly anyonerealy believesthat Eisenhower is il president and
afew of ushave heard rumors that we might be putting aman into space dmost any year now. But
Kansas il provides the opportunity to drop out of the cultural and sociad mainstream if one so wishes,
and neighbors tend to mind their own business. There are farmhouses adrift on vast tracts of fenced land
where God-knows-what has gone on for generations. Don't get me wrong; Kansasisfull of
good-hearted, friendly, and even wonderfully wise and talented folk. . .

... but there are certain lonely dirt roads that you should hope to never run across by day and God
help you should you run out of gas by night. The southeast corner of the Sunflower State has more than
its share of tales murmured around campfires at night—stories of drifters and hitchhikers and pitsand
hungers and abandoned houses that weren't quite empty. . . . Away from the gatheringsin the citiesand
towns, aman's privacy isrespected and certainly never challenged without risk.

Bassarab had chosen carefully. And it had amost worked.

But some ancient wiring in an old Kansas farmhouse had nearly done what time and armies and
ns could not. And, even though he had survived the fire, there was something in the aftermath—a
fireman's story, ahospital record, a police report, a newspaper article—that had been enough to flag the
hunters back in New Y ork. The privacy screen of eighty acres of fenced pasture land had failed.

When Mooncloud and Garou had turned up in Pittsburg, Kansas, it wasto rope astray and solve a
medica mystery. New Y ork'sretrieva team had had adifferent agenda: | wastheir best clueto finding
Dracula

But now the hunters had become the hunted.

"Yes," | saidto Lupé, "I think he actualy iswho he clamsto be." | amiled, picking up the hugeroll of
billsfrom between the seets. "But, as | was saying before, it redlly wouldn't matter. He's providing us with
everything we need to finish thismission and he solved the big mystery about my own circumstances and
condition." I looked out the window. "And maybe given me afew ideasof my own. . . ."

The crossbows were easy.

Wefound a dealer who carried the Barnett Internationa line from England. We started with six
Trident modelswith sngle-hand pistol grips. Their forty-five-pound draw had an effective range of
forty-five feet and would hurl abolt approximately one hundred and twenty-two feet per second.

We then selected four Ranger models with a one-hundred-fifty-pound draw and abolt speed of
two-hundred and thirty feet per second.

Lupé was comparing the Desert Storm model for its additiona ten yards of range and ten feet per
second bolt speed when | noticed a unique-looking rifle with a spear protruding from the muzzle.

"It'san Air Bow," the dedler explained, noting my interest. "Usesliquid carbon dioxide or



compressed air as apropellant and has amuzzle vel ocity of two-hundred and twenty FPS. Therésa
fishing attachment that puts fifty feet of seventy-pound braided line onto a barrel-mounting redl and
attachesto agpecia fishing arrow. And you can get atwelve-gram quick-change unit that will give you
extra shots and make changing your propdlant bottles quick and easy.”

"I'll taketherifle and the quick-change unit,” | said, "but | don't think I'll need the fishing stuff.” | tried
toimaginereding in avampire once | had nailed him. Ugh.

"Asyou wish. Isthere anything else | can help you with?'

| nodded. "I notice al bolts and quarrels are primarily auminum or plastic. Do you have any wooden
ones?'

"A few. But | think you'll find the duminum ones perform just aswel and hold up alot
better—especidly with repeated use out inthefield.”

"Oh," | said casudly, Lupéwatching melike ahawk, "I prefer wood. Especidly ash, if you have

He shook his head. "No ash. But | can call acouple of placesin town that specidizefor archery
tournaments.”

While hedid that, | picked out a couple of Splatmaster Rapide Semi-Automatic paint pistols, a
Spartan Paintbd| rifle, twelve tubes of paintballs, and five dozen CO2 cartridges. "What do you think
you'redoing?' Lupé hissed as | dumped our additiona purchases on the counter.

"Trust me," | said, asthe shopkeeper came back with an address.

"They may be able to hdp you with ash dowdsfor your bolts" he said. "Will there be anything es=?'

"Well, wed like carrying cases and four belt-mounted quivers. . . ."

Lupé grinned wolfishly and leaned across the counter. "And wed like dl of these outfitted with your
best hunting scopes.”

Two hours|later we were ready to head south, loaded down with two additional compound bows,
seventy-three ash dowe's, six fletching kits, five hypodermic syringes, four bottles of solvent, two bicycle
tirerepair kits, five kngpsacks, four handbags, and two dozen smdll glass bottles.

"Pull over," | said.

Lupé looked up at the cathedrd as she parked at the curb. "Y ou don't need to do this," she said.
"Tqg dready hasit on her lig."

"I want to try something and if it works, we're going to need more." | opened the door and stepped
out onto the curb. "This shouldn't take long.”

The sunlight seemed to hit me with a palpable force and | felt vaguely nausested as | climbed the
stone-blocked stepsthat stretched across the front of the church. At thetop | hesitated, realizing that |
hadn't redlly spent enough time thinking this one out.

For openers: did the "welcome" sign condtitute an invitation to cross the threshold, to enter? Of
courseit did—but in terms of apersond invitation? To avampire? Or half avampire? Maybe a hafway
invitation was sufficient for ahafway undead person.

Or did | redly requireaninvitation at al?
What would Freud say?
Never mind that: what would the pope say?

| took a deep breath and reached for the door. My real discomfort in entering, | decided, had
nothing to do with vampire lore and possibly being in astate of damnation. It had to do with the smple
fact that | was Protestant.

Though | had certain Catholic friends who would ddlight in pointing out that thereisno red difference
between being damned for eternity or being Protestant, my main concern wasthat | didn't know my way



around a Cathalic church. Fortunately, the object of my quest was not far from the entryway: the marble
font containing water consecrated for ceremonia use.

It should have been easy: the coast was clear, no one was around. But now it occurred to me that
there was no way for meto dip the bottlesinto the basin of holy water without getting my fingers wet.
And | hadn't thought to buy gloves.

| am not Catholic, so holy water isnot part of my belief system, | told myself. Furthermore, | ana
rational man: | know that thereis no scientific principle to support holy water having any different qualities
than regular water. | know that it cannot harmme. . ..

Yeah, right, answered the other half of the Csgthe stream-of-consciousness debate team, just like
you rationally know that vampires don't exist.

But thereés ascientific principle involved in cregting vampires. . . .

Maybe, but can you explain werewolves, Binky?

Thiswas getting me nowhere. Very gingerly, | dipped thetip of my little finger into the basin of holy
water. No pain, no smoke, no bubbling froth, no dissolving flesh.

Asquickly as| could, | filled four bottles and made my escape.

"Now where?' Lupé asked as | climbed back into the passenger sedt.

"Ancther Catholic church,” | said, sivapping full bottlesfor empties. "'l figure well need to hit five
more cathedrals or kidnap apriest.”

"Wonderful."

Aswe spent the next hour collecting aqua sacra, | was troubled by the question of why it didn't
affect me. Wasit because | wasn't abdieving, practicing member of the Catholic faith? Or because | was
not yet fully transformed into an undead creature and wholly damned? Perhapsit was because, asa
rational man, | wasimmune to the superstitious influence and power of my subconscious mind?

Or maybe this stuff just wasn't all it wascracked uptobe. . . .

Chapter Sixteen

"What isthat?' Mooncloud had opened the motel room door and maneuvered two crutch-stepsinto
the room when she noticed that | was pointing an odd-looking handgun at her.

"It'sa Splatmaster Rapide Semi-Automatic paint pistal,” | answered, studying her through the
wegpon's three-power, cross-haired scope. "It's used in war games and fires paintballs for marking hits
on human targets.”

"I know what it's used for," she sngpped, stlanding perfectly till. "Why are you pointing it at me?"

"Thisisatest,” | answered. "Thisisonly ated. .. ." | pulled thetrigger. Pffthok: the paintbal left a
ragged wet mark on her dacks, just above her right knee.

"What did you do that f—" She stopped in midroar and reexamined the stain. "It's not paint.”



| shook my head. "It'swater.”

"Water?'

"Tap water."

"Tep water?'

"For thetest." | holstered the pistol and sat back down in front of the cluttered desk. "It'svery
sample, though abit time consuming. | took a paintbal and used a syringe to suck out al of the paint.

Then | used another syringeto inject the tap water. Findly, | used awee bit of sedant to plug the leak
and—uvoila!"

"And, ingtead of tap water," she guessed, "you plan to reload your paintballs with holy water." Her
amilefel alittle short of amazed admiration, but she said, "How clever you are, my dear Christopher.
Excuse mewhile | get atowel.” Sheturned on her crutches and went back outside.

"I don't think that was such agood idea," Lupé remarked from the bed. "Nor very sporting
consdering her broken leg."

"Aah, it wasgood for her. .. ." | picked up avirgin paintball and inserted the hypodermic needle.
"Thedoc needsalittle loosening up. And she can hardly argue with the effectiveness of my little
demondtration.” The door opened behind me. "Right, Doc?"

"Granted, it'sanovel approach,” | heard her say as | excavated the paint from the plastic spheroid.
"But one should dways apply the KISS criteriawhen attempting any approach to aproblem.”

"Kiss?' Lupéwanted to know.

"Yeah, K-1-S-S" | said, squirting the paint back out of the syringe and into the plastic lined
wastebasket. "It stands for 'Keep It Smple, Stupid.”

"Yousadit," Lupélaughed, "not me."

| looked up and saw Mooncloud's reflection in the mirror that hung above my desk. She wasleaning

on thearmrests of her crutches and brandishing atoy rifle outfitted with green and yelow plastic tanks
and atangle of connecting tubes.

"The Super Hoser Ten-Thousand-S," Mooncloud explained, "has afull tank capacity of nearly
four-and-one-haf gdlons. It can shoot a continuous stream of water nearly forty feet for aduration of
eight seconds per burgt.”

"Where did you get that?' | asked, turning very dowly and trying not to make any sudden moves.

"KiddieKastle. Therewasasale on dl squirt guns and water pistols.” She smiled and dide-cocked
thedamnthing. "Thisisatest,” shesad.

| dived out the chair, rolled once, and then threw my superhuman reflexesinto jumping up and
running for the bathroom.

| dmost madeit.

* * %

Bassarab'stimely rescue and financia backing had given us amomentary shot of confidence. False
confidence, perhaps, as one of our foes had survived staking and decapitation: al our high-tech firepower
might not mean athing when our paths crossed again. After loading adozen paintbalswith holy water, |
pulled out my laptop computer.

The database on vampire legends was growing and the list of remedies becoming more complex and
contradictory. Still, there was something that tugged at the back of my mind—some foreign bit of fable
that resonated to our most recent encounte.

| finaly found it under the Maaysian grouping. "Herewe go," | announced. Mooncloud came over
and adjusted the screen for a better |ook.

"What'sit say?' Garou asked from the chair she had digned with thefalling air conditioner.
"According to this," Mooncloud said, "there are anumber of Maayan legends and oriesthat tiein



to the vampire mythos. Y ou've isolated seven different manifestations: the polong, bgjang, péésit,
langsuir, mati-anak or pontianak, and the pénanggalan.”

"That'sit," | said, "thelast one."

She sudied theinformation. " The pénanggalan's head separates from its body and goes flying off in
search of itsprey. After it feedsits head returnsto its body before sunrise.”

"Sounds like our boy."

She scrolled down the text and frowned. "Maybe not. Look here: the head leaves the body
voluntarily and strands of guts and entrails dangle down from its neck while it flies about. Don't remember
voluntary and | don't remember guts.”

"Maybe"
She hit the page down key then scrolled backwards a haf screen. "Here's more. Pénanggalans are
dwaysfemae, never mde."
"Who knowswhat gender thisthingis.”
"And, findly, the biggest tdling difference: the pénanggalan’s body remainsinert.”
"Inert?"

"Inanimate—totally helpless—until the head returnsto rejoin the body at the neck. We saw thisthing
running away with its head tucked under itsarm.”

"Well, if it'snot a pénanggalan, then what isit?'
She shrugged.

"L ook, up until now I've bought into thisRNA/DNA, Virus A-Virus B, and Recombinant VirusC
crap. But no amount of medical biobabble can explain athing that can get its head chopped off and then
gdlop off like some refugee from a Washington Irving story!™

"Y et, you have seen it and you do know that it exists,” she snapped back. " So, likeit or not, you've
got to deal with itsexistence!”

"And find away to kill it," Lupé added.

"If it can bekilled."

"Oh, it can bekilled."

| looked at Lupé. "You're so sure?"

"WEIl run down thelig. If necessary,” she bared her teeth, "well experiment.”

| sighed and pressed a sequence of keystrokes. "Okay, from the top. We start with Albaniaand the
sampiro. The approved method of disposal: a stake through the heart.”

"Next," Garou called from her chair.

"Ashantiland,” | read. " Species. asanbosam. Method of disposd: unknown.”

"Unknown?Y ou're sure?"

"Hey, I've had just enough time to scratch the surface, here. Check back with me after sx months of
intengive research and | might have afew more answers. Which brings usto the Austrian vampyre. My
notes indicate that we must read scripture while destroying al images or portraits of that thing and be sure
to use pentagramsin the process.”

"What does that mean?' Mooncloud pondered.

"Sounds like we should take some Polaroids the next time we run into that creepy bastard,” Garou
sad.

"And pentagrams?”'

| shrugged. "'I'm the novice here. | just transcribe the information. | leave analysisto the people with
actud field experience.”
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"Bavaria nachtzehrer. Place coin in mouth, decapitate with ax.”

"The coin sounds like amodification of old burid practices,” Mooncloud said. "I doubt if it would
have made any difference.”

"Which brings usto Bohemiaand the ogoljen. Best bet: bury at crossroads.”

"Real practicd,” Garou mused. "I can just see the two of us holding that thing down while you rent a
jackhammer and tear up the intersection at First and Main. Next."

"British Columbia the kwakiytl . Means of disposd: any."
"Obvioudy not our man."

| paged down. "Two different speciesfrom Brazil: the jaracaca and the lobishomen. Bothfit inthe
unknown category. Two more from Bulgaria: the krvoijac and the obours. To dispose of thefirst you
must chain it toits grave with wild roses—"

"Ah, daysof vineandroses. . . ."

| ignored Garou and continued: " The second requires witchcraft, burning, or bottling.”

"Battling?'

"Highly unlikely, totaly impractica, and I'll explain later if youins<,” Mooncloud said. "Keep going,
Chris"

"Widll, that throws out the polong of Mdaysia, aswell: my notes say it must be caught in bottle of
Specid dimensons”

Garou muttered something that sounded suspicioudly like, "I'd rather have a bottle in front of me than
afronta lobotomy.” | kept going.

"China the p'o. Lightning strike or burn the body to ashes.”

"Hedidn't look Chinese," Garou offered.

"Chinese vampires are actudly demons and don't resemble anything human in the leest,” Mooncloud
explained. "Next to a p'o, our boy looks like Norman Normal."

"Crete: kathakano. Boil head in vinegar.”

"Gee" Garou sad, "'l wish weld known that the night before last.”

"Denmark,” | continued, "the mara. Use knife blade which has been blessed and/or consecrated.”
"Maybe we should check thisthing's passport.”

"Maybe you should take this business alittle more serioudy,” Mooncloud admonished.

| looked up and saw the color drain from Lupésface. "Y ou think | don't want thisthing dead?' she
said through clenched teeth. "Come up with aplan and I'll carry it out." She got up and waked to the
door. "Thisthing tore Luis apart and I've sworn ablood oath to kill it! I'm not afraid to dietrying, if that's
what it takes! Perhapsit isthe rest of you who should be taking thisalittle more serioudy!" She walked
out and dammed the door.

Mooncloud looked at the ground. | stared down at the LCD display. After awhile | began reading
agan.

"Greece: the brukulaco. Cut off the head and burn it. Also native to Greece, the vrykolakas.
Cedebration of massfollowed by disnterment—remove heart and burn with incensg, fill mouth with holy
waeter."

Mooncloud made no reply, so | kept going. "Germany: drakul . Place coin in mouth, cut name from
shirt, break corpse's neck, pin to ground with stake, burn body to ashes.”

Still no response.
"Grenada: the loogaroo. Method of disposal: unknown. Guinea: the owenga—also unknown.”
Mooncloud findly spoke. "How many on your list are unknowns when it comesto digposd ?!



"Let meresort.” | pressed keysand anew list appeared:
Soecies/(Country) Method of Disposal

Otgiruru (Hereros Land) Unknown
Baital-Pachis (India) Unknown
Bhat (Indi@) Unknown

Hanh Saburo (India) Unknown
Hant-Pare (India) Unknown
Hantu-Dor Dong (India) Unknown
Jigar-Khor (India) Unknown
Mah'anah (India) Unknown
Pénangal (India) Unknown
Pisachas (India) Unknown
Rakshasa (India) Unknown

Vetala (India) Unknown

Civateteo (Mexico) Unknown
Bruxsa (Portugad) Unknown
Baobhan Sth (Scotland) Unknown
Vampiro (Spain) Unknown

Mooncloud whistled as she followed therisng list. "'If our quarry isany of these, were screwed.
What'sleft?!

| did aquick count. "Twenty-seven, counting the pénanggalan. But | think we can aso diminate the
mau mau of Kenya, the ramanga of Madagascar, the pélésit of Mdaysia, and the moroii of
Rumania—apparently they can be dedt with asif they were ordinary human beings” | squinted at the
display. "Although it is recommended that the pélésit be buried with a cat when the processis
concluded.”

"How many left ontheligt require incineration?”
| rekeyed theligt into another subfile.

Species/(Country) Method of Disposa

Pamgri (Hungary) Burn body to ashes
Vampir (Magyar) Stake through heart, burn body

Romanati (Rumania) Body removed to remote place, hacked into pieces and cast in fire where
every piece of flesh and bone must be incinerated

Vieszcy (Russ@) Destruction by fire or execution with agravedigger's shovel
Vlkoslak (Serbia) Cut off toes, drive nall
through neck. Burn body to ashes

"Fire sounds like our best bet but | noticed a couple of variations on the stake method. How many
other ligtings suggest someform of nailing or impaing?*



| opened and processed another subfile.

Species/(Country) Method of Disposa

Oupire (Hungary) Iron bar through heart, decapitate with ax

Vampir (Hungary) Stake through heart, nail through temples

Vryolakas (Macedonia) Pour boiling il on, drive nail through nave

Pénanggalan (Maaysia) Impale head on Jenyu leaves, destroy body or keep head and body
Separate for 24 hours

Srigoiul (Rumania) Remove heart, cut intwo; garlicin mouth, nall in head

Zarneti (Rumania) Iron forks driven through the heart, eyes, and breast of an exhumed female vam-
pire; grave considerably deegpened and corpse buried face downwards

Upierca (Russa) Appear from noon to midnight only; oaken stake through the heart with just one
blow; exorcism

"All right, what's left?"
"Mostly preventative burial measures.” | opened another subfile.

Species/(Country) Method of Disposa

Dearg-dul (Irdland) Pile soneson grave
Langsuir (Maaysa) Hair and nails must be cut short and clippings stuffed into hole in back of neck

Mati-Anak or Pontianak Put hen's egg under (Maaysia) each armpit, needlein pam of hand, glass
beadsin mouth, use charm

Upier (Poland) Bury face downwards with willow crosses under chin, armpits, and chest;
decapitate, mix blood with flour to make bread that frees victims once esten

Gierach (Prussia) Put poppy seedsin grave
Neuntoter (Saxony) Bury with lemon in mouth
"Sounds likeimmolation isour best bet. Anything left?”
| scanned the remaining notations.

Soecies/(Country) Method of Disposal

Mulé (Gypsy) Ambush with thornsand gun

Bajang (Mdaysia) Drowning

Varcolac (Rumania) Breaking the thread they climb on to banish them to another part of the sky
Vampyre (Yugodavia) Rituds performed by dhampir

"Dhampir,” | mused. "I wonder what a dhampir isand if we could get in touch with one?"

"Unlikely," Bassarab answered, giving usagart. "The dhampir isthe son of avampire. | know of
only three who till might be living and none of them reside in this hemisphere, much lessthis country.”

| eyed the door behind him, wanting to ask how he'd managed to enter without our noticing. |
imagined mist pouring through akeyhole and decided not to raise the question.

"The sunisdown." Bassarab unlocked the door and opened it with aflourish: it squesked noticeably.



"ltistimetotravd."

A quiet, smooth ride isthe last thing one expects from an automaobile over sixty yearsold. But
Bassarab's'31 Duesenberg glided over the uncertain surface of US 69 like a ghost, the silken response
of suspension and the purr of the antique V-12 motor giving the lie to the speedometer's ing stence that
we were topping eighty milesan hour.

Even more hair-raisng was the fact that we were doing thisin complete darkness: it was amoonless
night with nothing but empty fieldsto either side of the highway and the only light emanating from the car
werethetiny LEDsindicating that the radar detector was on and sweeping the road ahead for county
mounties.

Lupé, following behind in the Ford Bronco, had aso extinguished her headlights, but where she had
the advantage of night vison similar to my own, Victor had to wear alight-amplification device that
looked like a cross between a starlight scope and virtud reality headgear. It was not areassuring sight
and | made sure my seat belt was securely buckled.

We had just passed La Cygnes Lake and off to our left was Marais des Cygnes Massacre Park,
commemorating the mass murder of Free-staters by Confederate sympathizers. A few miles ahead, just
past Pleasanton, would be the Mine Creek battlefield. A land rich in the heritage of violence. | thought
about the bloody footnote we were about to contribute to that history and tried not to feel overweening
pride.

"Whet the hell am | doing here?" | whispered.

Bassarab stared straight ahead, hisface cloaked in shadow. "Y ou are fighting back. As every man
must who would rule those about him.”

"| don't have the dightest interest in ruling anyone,” | said.

"Then you will beruled. A man either rulesthose about him or they, in turn, will rule him.”

"l don't believethat."

"Then you areafool. A man may hold another'sfate in his own grasp and then grant the other the
'gift' of choice. But he must first have magtery if heisto have his own freedom.”

" 'Heisweakened by every recruit to hisbanner, " | murmured; " 'ls not a man better than atown? "

"Y our Emerson had the truth of it. His essay on sdlf-reliance would have served me well when | was
Voivode of Wdachia"

"But isaprince and warlord redlly free of obligation?' | asked. "Asaruler, isnt there aplethora of
respongbilitiesto those you rule?’

He bowed his head. The silence was so long that | felt the question had been dismissed. And then he
spoke.

"l was born in an uncivilized time, in a primitive province, and raised to the throne under savage
circumstances. By modern standards my people were barbarians. We were civilized only by
comparisons to those who wished to endave us. There was only oneway to resist the armies and

provinces that surrounded and outnumbered and sought to master us; we had to conquer such barbarians
by becoming even more barbaric than they."

Heraised his head and looked at me. "And it worked. Time and again we turned back the invaders
with inferior forces. Armiesthat should have overwhemed us, engulfed us, daughtered usto a
man—ifled, Mr. Csgthe! Turned tail and ran! Killed each other to get away! And do you know why?"

"They feared you," | said.

"Feared me? My own people feared me and | wastheir protector! What the Turks and Mongolsfelt

at the mere mention of my name was beyond terror! For many, beyond sanity: the rumor of my arriva
was enough to cause hushands to day their wives, motherstheir children, warriorsto cut their own



throats! Only death offered mercy and true safety from the unspeakable cruelties of the Devil's own son!

"My hands," he said, lifting them like black clawsin the darkness, "were stained with the blood of
hundreds, thousands of acts of unnecessary cruety! Unnecessary except thet it put overwheming forces
to rout and saved my country when nothing else could!

"All of the ungpeakable tortures and deaths by impaement, dl these horrors committed while | was
il amere morta, heir to thelife and frailties of flesh and blood, were for my people. Do you think |
burned my own people dive for my own enjoyment? Do you believethat | erected aforest of bodieson
stakes and polesto win the admiration of anyone? My most loya officers, even my own family, plotted
againgt me even while | was staining my hands and my very soul to preserve them againgt enemieswho
could not otherwise be defeated!

"So do not presume to question whether | understand the responsibilities of aruler! | know better
than any man what obligations, what debts crouch in the dark nights of the heart like deranged and
leprous beggard™

"And...New York?' | prompted when the silence had grown long, again.

"l wasthefool then," he answered bitterly. "I had been aprince. | thought to be one again. But with
the passing of the centuries| had forgotten the responsibilities of sovereignty and remembered only the
glory. And with the passing of time, the world had changed, and | had changed, aswell.

"But not in the same directions. . . .

"Savagery remains, Mr. Csgthe. But it isa subtle, artful savagery now. The barbarians at the gate
wesar three-piece suits and sport fifty-dollar manicures. Warlords no longer defend countries and
provinces but little plots of land designated as 'turf.’ Their kingdoms have boundaries and borders that run
down the middle of neighborhood streets and cut through the centers of playgrounds, parking lots, and
old tenement buildings. Tributeis paid in pharmaceuticals and stolen goods.

"And honor . . . bah!"

"What about honor?' | asked.

"The strong will ever prey upon the weak," he answered quietly. "But there are those who cannot
drink from the well without poisoning it for others. Who cannot take their needful prey without savaging
half the flock and scattering the rest. When oneis voivode, he cultivates his alies and makes war upon
his enemies. He does not confuse the two. He demands tribute from those he conquers but does not
destroy his own possessions oncethey arein hishands. . . ." He stared out the window.

| cleared my throat. " Speaking of alies, why won't you let us contact the Doman of Sesttle?"

"Heisnot my dly."

"But | don't believe Pagelovitch isyour enemy, either. And since New Y ork seemsto be your mutual
enemy, isn't that groundsfor an aliance?'

He brooded over that. "I have my reasons," he said finally.

"But couldn't you let Dr. Mooncloud telephone, just to let him know that were al right?”

He shook his head.

"He wouldn't have to know anything about you or where we are. Just asmple message saying we're
diveand wdl. How could—"

"No! Asl sad, | have my reasons.”

"And | have my concerns.”

"Y our only concern, right now, should be about what you are hereto do.”
"Yeah? Well, why don't you makeit easy on me: just what am | hereto do?"

He stared a me. "My mistake was walking away without cutting off the head of the serpent that had
plotted to take my place. | had assumed they would leave me done once | had left New Y ork for them
to squabble over asthey saw fit. | had forgotten that your enemies are not only whom you say they are,



but whom they say they are, aswell.”

"And my enemies?'

"Whom do you say they are?' he asked mildly.

"Why should | have enemies? I've done nothing to anyone.”

"Mortal men are your enemies. they'll hunt you down and dissect you if they think your body holds
the secret of eternd life. The wampyr are your enemy: they'll hunt you down and destroy you if they think
your existence poses athrest to their own secret existence. The Doman of Sesttle will add you to his

stable of kept creatures. The Doman of New Y ork will take you apart to learn your secrets and hope
that you can tdl them whereto find me. If you would livefree, then dl of these are your enemies.”

"Swell." We were past the town of Prescott and nearing Fulton; Fort Scott was maybe ten or fifteen
minutes ahead. " So, if they'real my enemies, I'm back to my origind question: what am | doing here?!

Draculaturned and, as he looked a me, | felt a papable force flow emanating from hiseyes. "Serve
meinthistask and | will reward you with what you want most."

"Andwhat isthat?' | asked, fighting to keep my will independent from any externd control.

"Y our freedom. The opportunity to live your life on your own terms.”

"Why?"

"Why do | do this? Because of the blood-bond. Because we both want the same thing.”

"No, I mean: why does Dracula need the help of anyone else, particularly aman whoisnot fully
wampyr ?'

Before he could answer, the CB radio mounted under the Duesenberg's dashboard crackled to life.

"Breaker eleven, bresker even,” Lupés voice announced, “thisisthe wolf caling the bat. Y ou got
your ears on, good buddy?"

Bassarab scowled and Wren reached over for the mike with an ill-disguised smirk. "Thisis the bat,
pretty mama; come back.”

"He's sounding,” she answered, barely waiting for theinvitation to talk. "1 can hear him—faint,
but up ahead!"

"Who's sounding?' Bassarab wanted to know. Victor relayed the question into the microphone.

"Luath!" she cried, the volume of her voice distorting the words. "He's ill on thetrail! And | can il
hear him!"

| looked at Bassarab. "The cu sith,” | said.

Bassarab nodded, athoughtful expression on hislong, ancient face. "To answer your last question,”

he said dowly, "I need you because | suspect that the task before us will be more difficult than Dr.
Mooncloud and her associate may imagine. That, to achieve our gods, both of uswill haveto die. . . ."

A sgn flashed past, proclaiming Fort Scott was just another five miles up the road.

"My God," | whispered, "it'sthe old Tremont House."

The building waslocated at the corner of State and Wall Streets, at the north end of town and just a
mile from the historic landmark that gave the town of Fort Scott its name. Three stories high, it had a
mustard-colored, stucco-over-brick exterior that looked younger and newer under the actinic wash of
the streetlamps. Closer ingpection revealed that it had been closed up for along time. The boards over
the windows and across the doors looked as old and weathered as the wood frames they were nailed
across.

Over its one-hundred-and-twenty-some year history it had served the city asagrand hotel and

housed a variety of businesses, including the Eagles Lodge, the People's College, and a Greyhound bus
depot. According to loca rumor it had even been abordello back in the Sixties.



Now it was daynest for the undead.

We parked at the end of the block and gazed back up the hill. "So, what's the plan?’ | asked aswe
huddled between the Bronco and the Duesenberg.

Everyone looked at me.

"Well, do we go in and get them or wait for them to come out?' Thiswasnt redlly such astupid
question, wasit?

"I will need a closer look," Bassarab announced abruptly. He pulled at hisblack duster, wrapping the
long coat around himsdlf like acape, and strode up the street.

"A reconnoiter is definitely caled for," Lupé agreed, and began disrobing. A moment later alarge,
grey canine form was loping toward the hillsde nest in Bassarab'swake.

Mooncloud crutched over to me while Wren opened the rear boot on the Duesenberg. She
whispered: "I dont likethis."

"Hey," | said, "were about to attack abunch of immorta creatureswho can't be killed or even hurt in
most of the conventiona ways, who are superhumanly strong and highly motivated to kill and hurt us
back—what's not to like?'

"I'm talking about Bassarab,”" she hissed, pulling on my arm. We moved away from Wren as he
began unloading equipment.

"What are you complaining about? I'm the one who had to ride with him."

She pulled mefarther away. "Thismisson is possbly the most difficult and dangerous one I've ever
undertaken and that was before these guys—" she jerked her head toward the antique auto "—came
aong and complicated everything.”

"As| remember it, we'd lost our transportation, our weapons, our equipment, supplies, and pretty
much our self-respect before these guys came dong. | should think you would fed alittle more gratitude,
Doctor."

Sheturned away, her arms siff against the metal tubing of the crutches, and grunted. "He won't
permit usto contact Stefan. Heinsgtsthat we do things hisway. And he won't discuss strategy with us
until the last minute. And maybe not even then.” She turned back to me. "I don't trust him, Chris. Even if
heiswho he saysheis. Maybe| trust him even lessif heisthered Dracula™ She grasped my arm. "I've
sworn my allegiance to Pagelovitch—no one e se. And the Doman has dways alowed meto run my
missons my way. | won't take responsibility for the lives at risk, otherwise.” She glanced back at Wren.
"So if and when push comesto shove, you're gonna have to decide.”

"Decidewhat?'

"Whether you take orders from him or from me. If | givethe sgnd, Lupéwill neutrdize Wren and I'll
take down Bassarab mysdf. | hope | can count on you."

"To take ordersfrom you?"

She looked a my face and was not reassured. "'Y ou'd Side with him?”

"What if | sdewith me?' | asked quietly. "What if | decide to follow some orders of my own?"

"Chris, he'sthe one responsible for your condition! Directly or indirectly, he'sthe cause of your wife
and daughter's deathg!"

"Y ou're missing the point.” Now it was my turn to steer her afew feet farther from the Wren. "That
day | drove through Weir and saw a column of smoke—waell, it wasthe last day that my lifewas my
own. | was summoned into that barn. And ever since that moment, I've been deepwalking through an
ongoing nightmare."

"Wevetried to hdp—"

"Oh, yeah!" | snapped. "I was abducted, kept under house arrest, and basically told how my lifewas
going to be from now on!"



"| thought you understood the reasons for—"

"Y our reasons,”" | said harshly, "not mine. I'm not ungrateful and | do understand the necessities as
you and the others saw them. But I'm through taking orders. From now on, I'll cooperate when it'sthe
obvious and meaningful thing to do." | curled my fingersinto afist. "But itsmy life" | said, thumping my
chest. "Such asitis. Andit'slong past time for meto start taking responsbility for it again.”

The gesture was obvioudy meant to be conciliatory. But, as shelaid her hand upon my arm, | felt a
surge of resentment. "We need you, Chris. And you need us." A sense of manipulation there. "Think of
the research—"

"Since you are so fond of research, Doctor, let's try something right now. Look in my eyes.”
"What?" Shelooked up at me, startled but unafraid.

"I'm amember of the Master Race now. Maybe a half-breed bastard by analogy, but definitely
something beyond human.”" | smiled, feding hollow. | looked into her eyes, forbidding her to look away.
"You, Tg, aemerdy human."

A puzzled frown tugged at her lips and forehead. "Why are you taking thisway?'

| swallowed, the taste of asheswasin my mouth. "Kiss my feet."

"What?"

"It'svery smple, Doctor: | want you to get down on your knees and kiss my feet.”

The frown was fully formed, but her eyeswere il clear. "And why should | do such athing?!

"Why? Because | command you," | said in areasonabletone. And al the while forced the image of
her compliance to the forefront of my thoughts. ™Y ou will obey me because | wish it. Because your will is
no longer yours, but mine."

"I-1 don't understand. . . ." Now there were clouds gathering in her eyes. She trembled abit.

"It's not important that you understand, Tq. It's only important that you obey me. Kiss my feet."

"l don't want to." Her voice was shaky and her eyes were starting to unfocus.

"It doesn't matter what you want, my dear. It only matterswhat | want.” | pushed a the imagein my
mind, made the menta image of Mooncloud drop to her knees. "Get down on the sdewak and kissmy
fedt"

Thewoman in front of me did the crosspieces from under her arms and, gripping the stems of the
crutches, lowered hersdlf to one knee. "No," she whispered.

"Yes" | pushed the mentd image further, fdt the bilerisein my throat. "Doit!"

The other knee came down. "Please," she whispered. The crutches clattered to the ground on each
Sdeof her.

"l canmakeyou doit,” | sad."You can't resst my will."

"Mease. . .." Shewasswaying on her knees and suddenly fell forward, arms rigid and hands splayed,
catching herself before her face landed on the sidewalk.

"Tqg," | sad, gpeaking gently but holding the command in unyielding mental subjugation, "say 'uncle""

"It'sthevirus," she grunted through clenched teeth. "It's dlready begun to affect your mind—your
personality—"

That wasn't the reason | was doing it, but | released her, anyway.

"Y ou bastard!" she said, red-faced and struggling to pull hersalf back up on her crutches. "What the
hell did you do to me?*

"Research, Doctor. Vampires are supposed to have the power to cloud men's minds, to dominate
another'swill. To bind mental davesand hold theminthrall. | wanted to seeif | could doit. | think | can.”
| easily intercepted the dap aimed for my face, held her wristin my grasp. "Do you agree or do | need to
repeet the experiment and carry it out to an undeniable conclusion?!



"Yes, damn you!" Her eyeswere no longer clouded; the fear was gone, replaced by anger.

"Hell of thing, research,” | remarked, still holding her wrist in my grasp. "And ahdll of thing when
people can control you, make your decisonsfor you." | released her wrist. "Well, what have we learned
here, Doctor? I've learned that my brain chemistry is, indeed, changing. What have you learned?’ |
turned and walked back toward the Duesenberg.

"| thought we were friends, Csgithe," she caled to my back.
| stopped. "I thought we were friends, too,” | said quietly. "But tonight | realized that you would still

be my keeper." | walked on over to the Duesenberg and found Bassarab aready returned and in
conversation with his chauffeur.

"Problem?' he asked as | gpproached.

"Nothing | can't handle" | said. "Didn't notice your return.”

He shrugged dismissively. "Didn't want you to." He looked about. "Where isthe lycanthrope?”
My turn to shrug. "I don't know, I'm not her keeper." My temper was short tonight.

"Y ou need to remedy that."

And getting shorter. But before | could open my mouth, Lupé trotted up.

"Black limo and tan Chevy van parked on the sde street to the west. Arkansas plates on the van."

The wolf paused, lifting her hind leg to scratch at something behind her ear. "No loose boards on the
ground levd. Try checking the fire escape.”

"And only oneis presently home," Bassarab added. "The rats say that he may be deeping. | think that
we can take this one easily enough and then await the return of the others.” He buckled on abelt and
scabbard. A richly ornamented sword hilt protruded from the wooden sheath. "Come. Let us hasten
before the othersreturn.”

| hoisted aminiature flamethrower up and onto my back while Victor helped fasten the shoulder
harness across my chest. Burning—burning should work. Of course, so should decapitation and a stake
through the heart. So buckling on aweb-belt with twin holsters was not redlly a matter of overkill: the
two Splatmaster Rapide Semi-Automeatic paint pistolsthat | did into their leather scabbardswerea
logicd if lessthan reassuring precaution under the circumstances. When | looked up, Mooncloud was
cocking her second crossbow and Wren was loading the airbow with afresh CO, cartridge. A barbed
Spear with an ash shaft was just showing at the barrdl's opening, aready locked into firing position. Over
his shoulder was a bag filled with wooden stakes. L upé was going empty-handed as she hadn't any.
Hands, that is. she had elected to remain in wolf form.

"Follow me and move quietly,” Bassarab ordered. "I will goinfirg, followed by Victor, and then Mr.
Csgthe. Doctor, your crutcheswill be aliability in close quarters. Y ou will remain outside to help the
wolf-bitch guard the outer perimeter.”

Lupé growled softly.

"Rats, huh?' | said as we started down the street toward the ancient structure. "Theratstold you how
many people arein the building and what they're doing?"

Bassarab nodded.

"Telepathy, right?'

Bassarab nodded again.

"Boy am | just brimming with confidence, now."
"And why isthat?" Lupé rumbled.

"Because," | murmured, "they dways say: 'It'snot just what you know but who you know that
counts.™

"Mr. Csgthe. . ." Bassarab remarked.
IIYS?I



", .. shutup.”

Chapter Seventeen

| saw Michael Jordan once. It was a aBulls gamein Chicago—back during hisfirst basketball
career when he could defy gravity like nothing I'd ever seen.

But tonight that memory wasfully eclipsed and | had seats up front and center court.
Air Dracula

The old man took two brisk steps and flung himsdlf into the night sky. The fire escape was at least
twelve feet above the broken sidewalk and he caught the top railing coming down. That wasthe first
miracle. The second wasthat it didn't come crashing down: the rusted out remains of iron grillwork hung
lopsidedly from the second story and its drop-down ladder had long since dropped down and
disappeared. Silently, he scrambled over and into the boxy metal basket like some great condor returned
to its stony nest. Then helocked hisfeet through gapsin the ironwork and hung downward, extending his
handsto us.

| boosted Wren up to where his master could pull him the rest of the way and then made my own
leap. | made it without too much effort, the mgor difference being that | had to grab hold on the way up
ingtead of down. | guess| wasn't thinking my "happy thought.”

The window was open, but the old man hesitated. He looked back at us. "One of you will haveto go
infird," hesad softly.

| looked at Wren. "Nerves?' | murmured.

"He'savampire,” Wren whispered. "He hasto be invited across the threshold.”

Oh. "Then who invited the Brady Bunch inside when they got here?!

"Vampires don't need invitations into empty and abandoned buildings." He nodded toward the dark
interior with his head. "But now that they're here, it's no longer empty and abandoned.”

Dracula gestured toward the dark depths on the other side of the casement: "Mr. Csgjthe, under the
circumstances, | suggest we stake first and ask questionslater.”

Wren went in firgt, extended the invitation to Bassarab, and | followed close behind after shuffling my
feet and fighting a strong urge to guard the window from the outsde. Wasit because | was coming close
to requiring my own invitation? Or smply that common sense and basic surviva ingincts were pointing
mein the opposite direction?

Mercury-vapor streetlamps glared through the second-story windows, throwing blue-white swatches
of dazzling light across the empty room. My night vison couldn't compensate for vast differencesin light
and darkness every few feet, and | had to grope in the wake of my companions. | hoped the blind
weren't leading the blind.

We passed through adoorway and into atrash-littered hall that ran the length of the building,
punctuated by doors on either side. | reached out to try one and the old man stopped me with a gesture.



"My sourcestell methereisonly one and that heis on the floor above us.”
Rats.

We moved on down the halway and found the stairs going up. As| grasped the banister railing with
my left hand, | drew one of the Splatmaster Rapide paint pistols with my right. We started up the gairs.

Bassarab's feet seemed to drift above the step surfaces as he ascended. Wren placed hisfeet at the
very edge of the treads and used the railing to take more of hisweight. Although | tried to step lightly, |
planted my foot in the middle of atread.

It squeaked.

Wren looked back at me and mouthed a four-letter word. Bassarab sailed up the stairway likea
runaway balloon and disappeared into the dark at the top of the stairs.

A seriesof bumps and thumps ensued from the third floor. No point in being quiet, now: aswe
thundered (and squeaked) up the rest of the stairs, a squaling sound erupted and then bubbled away.

"A dtake, Victor!" Bassarab commanded as we erupted onto the third floor. A prone body squirmed
beneeth hisright foot, its hedds damming againgt the blood-dimed floor, making thudding and spatting
NOISES.

Victor started forward, pulling a sharpened dowe from his satchel. He dipped at the edge of the
growing pool of blood, hisfeet flying out from under him like some madcap comedy involving a banana
ped. Hefdl flat on hisback, shaking the floor and rattling the windows. The bag full of stakeswent flying
like agreat canvas milkweed pod spilling wooden spores.

Now | caught sight of the head. It lay some four feet beyond the squirming body, connected to that
spreading crimson tide by its own burgundy estuary. Itsangle was such that | couldn't seeif itseyeswere
open or closed, but | couldn't shake the fedling that it retained some horrible imitation of lifetied to the
severed body that writhed under Bassarab's foot.

"Csgthel Damn you, man! Come here and help me!”

Victor was still stunned and woozy, trying to get up on hands and knees but unsure of hisdirections:
left, right, up, down? Holstering the Splatmaster, | retrieved one of the scattered stakes and stepped
carefully toward the gridy tableau, not wanting to dip. Not redly wanting to go forward.

"Here, man; plant it here." He withdrew his sword from the corpse's side, where it had pinned it to
the floor, and pointed to the center of its chest.

"Why isn't it dead?’ | moaned, faling to my knees beside the decapitated vampire and positioning the
dtake over its sternum. One unkillable vampire was bad enough. . . .

"It probably is," Bassarab said. "But wampyr are like psychic lawyers. If thereisametaphysical
loophole, they will find and explait it. Thereis safety in following the old traditionsto the very | etter.

"Driveit homa"

| leaned on the wooden shaft. Thiswasn't like diding athin diver of metal into soft, yielding flesh. |
had to punch a blunt wedge of wood through the bone that conjoined the ribcage over the heart. That
took considerableforce. | had the physica strength to do it. The mental and emotiona strength were
something e se atogether.

"Hurry!" | could fed Bassarab's eyes boring menta holes through the back of my brainpan, trying to
overshadow my will with his.

| added more weight to the stave, but it wasn't sufficient to break through the sternum. | looked back
a Victor. "l need the mallet!"

Then the corpse grabbed me, its cold and bloody handstearing a my arm and side. It was the best
motivation | could have asked for: | swung the stake up and back and then smashed it down, buryingitin
the thing's chest. The headless vampire went rigid, trembling like aplucked string. And then it burst like a
meaty bubble, heaving steaming entrails and gobbets of fleshin dl directions.



"Jesud" | cried, causing Bassarab to flinch. "What happened to smoke and ashes?"

Bassarab scowled, trying to regain his composure. "It has been along time.”

"What?' | stood up, wiping the gore from my face and eyes. "It's been along time since you had one
blow up onyou?"

"A couple of centuriesago,” he said, leaning upon hisgreatsword, "1 fought againgt an Egyptian
sorcerer. He had asmal army of cutthroats and brigands. A few were mercenaries, most held in thrall

that they might willingly die at his behest. He had some art: many fought like demons and more than afew
hed to be killed twice. Severd, three times.”

| suddenly noticed that while Bassarab's clothing was still bedimed with blood, hisface and hands
were clean and dry. | imagined skin pores like hungry little mouths and repressed ashiver.

"They were wampyr . But unlike any that | have seen before or since. Until tonight.”
"Then, theother. . ."

He shook his head. "From your descriptions, that one. . . ." He shook his head again. "I do not know:
perhapsit cannot bekilled."

"l don't believethat," | said, echoing Lupés sentiments. "Everything can be killed—somehow—in
someway."

"Ah, you are S0 sure." Bassarab sighed. His sword was asinexplicably clean and dry ashisskin. "A
month ago you were so sure that there were no such things as vampires.”

My face spasmed into afrown. "Let'slook around for clues or something so we do alittle better than
guessing inthe dark."

We tossed the place but came up with next to nothing: a couple of deeping bags, aset of car keys, a
Kansas map, and asmall, leather journd. Thejourna was probably full of clues but the handwriting was
acrabbed script in an unknown language. "Not French, Spanish, German, or Latin," | said, handing the
notebook to Bassarab.

"Not Rumanian,” he mused, flipping pages, "or Russian, or anything Central European.”

"A code?'

He shook hishead. "Would still be recognizable as some language character set.”

"Arabic?' Wren asked, looking at the writing over Bassarab's shoulder.

"Maybe. Could be Middle Eastern. . . ."

| peered at the twisty script. "Turkish?'

"Bah. | do not know. That was along time ago. When the othersreturn, | will .. ." hesmiled " . ..
make one of them read it for us."

"You dothat." | pAmed thekeys. "I'm going downstairsto kick sometires.” As| turned toward the
stairs, adog barked down the street.

"Someoneiscoming.”

| frowned. "A telepathic dog, right?”

"No. Itisthe bark of awolf. Garou."

"Timeto rock and roll," Wren said, shoving stakes back into his bag.

| drew both Splatmasters, cocked them. "Time to bite the hand that bleeds us."

"Bah! Y ou young people!" Bassarab made aface as he led us back down to the second floor. ™Y ou
watch too many movies.”

We didn't move quickly enough: company was coming through the fire escape window aswe
reached the second floor. Even as Bassarab closed the distance with inhuman quickness, | wasfiring
both CO, pigtals. It wasthe monster that L upé had driven the tree trunk through. One of the projectiles
caught it in the Sde, splashing holy water.



It stopped, clutching at its ribs where the black materia was soaked. The expression on itsface was
not one of pain or fear, however, but one of puzzlement and uncertainty.

Then it sraightened, raised its hand to its face and licked the moisture from its fingers with an
inhuman smile. The process of eimination, | thought, and felt my bowe sturn to water.

| dropped the usdless Splatmasters back into their holsters and tried to light the nozzle of my
flamethrower. Theigniter didn't immediately spark. That gave it time to take two steps forward and one
step back as Victor's airbow planted a barbed shaft in the middle of the creature's chest. It started to pulll
on the stake and then noticed Bassarab.

>>AhH, TePEsH, | HaVE fOUnd yOU. . . . <<

The thoughts uncoiled in my mind like insolent serpents.

>>ArE yOu noT tIRed Of ruNniNg?<<

"Bey the Jackal," Bassarab spat. "Now, Bey the Lackey. Areyou not tired of running errands for
others?' He stepped in, swinging. Perhapsit was because he had the look of an old man and the monster
hadn't anticipated his inhuman speed: the sword came up and around; the creature had barely enough
time to throw up ahand to block the deadly arc. Fingersflew like an explosion of pink maggots asthe
blade skimmed along the top of its palm.

>>BEy THe DeAThLeSS< <

it mocked, seemingly obliviousto the mutilation. >>Or hAVe YoU FOrGOtTeN?<<

"Tonight the hunter is become the hunted!" The blade flashed again, but thistime the thing Bassarab
caled Bey wasready. It clapped its pamsto ether side of the blade with inhuman speed. Twisted.
Bassarab turned his sword in the same direction before his opponent could use his momentum against
him.

>>HoW WIIL tHESe Few misFIts glve yOU adVaNTagE wHen wHOLe ArMlesfallEd YOu
CENtuRIEs AgO?<<

"Stand il and find out,” the old vampire taunted back.

Andthen | had aclear shot. | pressed the trigger on the wand's pistol grip and doused the creature
with an arc of flame. Fireraced acrossthe air between us asif running up and over aninvisible arched
bridge, and then fanned out across the monster's body.

The thing shrieked like amaiden aunt who had just caught sight of a peeping tom. And then it lurched
a me, lumbering across the room like Johnny Storm on Thorazine. | sstumbled backwards, still pumping
liquid napalm &t it. Instead of deterring it, the fuel only served to make it more dangerous asit trudged
toward me.

| suddenly found mysalf backed into a corner, walls wedging my shouldersinto zero maneuverability.
| dapped the quick-rel ease catch on my chest harness and shrugged off the fuel tanks asit closed within
four feet. Then Bassarab swept up from behind and whirled the great sword blade: the creature's blazing
cranium toppled from itsfiery shoulderslike abroken matchhead. | rolled along the wdll asitslegs
staggered and momentum carried it toward the corner and crashing down upon my abandoned
flamethrower.

It was agood timeto leave.

Unfortunately there were acouple of vampires between us and the exit, with more coming in through
the fire-escape window.

Fortunately, these were your garden-variety vampires. wooden stakes and holy water—even fired by
Splatmaster Rapides—took their toll. | effectively blinded three with headshots while Wren moved into
deliver the coup de gréace.

| missed my fourth shot.
Elizabeth Bachman hesitated on the threshold, considered the carnage unfolding before her, and



didn't find the oddsto her liking. She seemed remarkably solid for one presumed to be discorporated
and, asrecognition lit my eyes, herswidened aswell: shelooked a me and hissed, showing inch-long
incisors, and then moved backward through the window. That'swhen | missed my fourth shot. And |
didn't just miss: the projectile burst against the ceiling agood three feet short of the window and a couple
moreto the | eft.

| fired asecond time as she rolled backwards through the casement and down onto the fire escape,
but my aim was even worse. My hands were shaking as| started across the room. There was a shout
from Bassarab and | looked back in time to see the back half of the room ablaze. Something stirred inits
flickering, crimson depths.

Something man-shaped but lacking a head.

| wanted to stay, but there was nothing more that | could do. The remaining fuel in the flamethrower's
tanks would be nearing the combustion point &t the center of theinferno. And | had bigger fish tofry.

Shewas dready on the ground by thetime | was out on the fire escape. Lupé moved to intercept her
and Bachman dedlt the werewolf a backhanded blow that dammed her into alight pole and rattled the
mercury vapor bulb into stuttering darkness. Then she ran toward the limo.

| vaulted theiron railing, dropping ten feet to the ground and landing rather gracelesdy on my right
ankle: | went sprawling. It felt like I'd stepped on aflare gun: aburst of white-hot pain shot through my
foot, ricocheted up my leg, and exploded in my knee. | wasn't quite sure whether the sound I'd heard as |
landed was the snap of bone or merdly the pop of overextended cartilage. It was obvious, however, that
| wasn't going to catch Bachman on foot.

| wasn't the only one drawing that conclusion. Lupé had spun about and was loping toward the
Bronco. Mooncloud was there, ahead of her, diding behind the steering whedl. As Bachman gunned the
limo's motor and peeled away from the curb, L upé was legping through the Bronco's passenger window,
dready diding through thefirst stages of transmogrification toward human form.

A moment later | was standing aone, watching twin plumes of exhaust line the Street toward the
highway. Then | remembered the car keys | had pocketed, upstairs, just minutes before, and a Chevy
van with Arkansas plates parked just across the strest.

There was a bang like God's own Starter pistol and battering rams of flame smashed out al the
windows on the second floor. Great: now every cop in the city would be hereingde of five minutes. Time
to make likeamuletrain and haul ass.

| took astep and pain blossomed in my ankle like afiery flower, rolled up my leg like aserrated
yo-yo. So what. Even if it was broken, it couldn't be that bad—not to a man who had awakened to a
new life on an autopsy table, whose throat had been cut from ear to ear and "lived" to tell about it.

| fished the keys from my pocket and began hobbling toward the van.

The Chevy drovelike it was on autopilot, gliding over the highway like ahockey puck dapped-shot
toward a shadowy godl. | stretched both legs over to the passenger side of the floor, relying on the cruise
control to handle the accelerator. The brakes | trusted to fate.

What was | doing? There was no hope of my catching up to Bachman or Garou. And eveniif | did,
what could | hope to accomplish with only one good leg to maneuver on? So, what was | doing?

Going home.

| felt curioudy light-headed. Going home?
Back to the house.

The house? But why?

Someone's waiting for you.

Someone— Bachman?



Come and see—

And then | was bumping over railroad tracks, announcing that Pittsburg was just ahead. | swung my
legs back over and nearly missed the brakesin timeto cut |eft on Atkinson Road. Another left turn and |
was on Hugh, headed back north, just three blocks from. . .

...home. ...

| cut thelights, shifted into neutrd, and killed the engine: two blocks, now.

One block.

A right onto Cedar Crest and bardly rolling. The van glided over to curb in front of my house and
stopped as if docked by remote control. Houston, do you copy: the vampire has landed.

Now what?

Goinside.

| opened the door, jumped as the ignition buzzer sounded. Palmed the keys and eased mysdlf out
and down, onto the pavement. Pain sank its razored teeth into my ankle as| brought my left foot down,
but it wasn't quite as bad as before. Either my tolerance wasincreasing, or my atered genetics had vasily
accelerated the healing process. Even so, | wasn't going to be running the four-forty before sunrise.

| limped around the van and into the front yard. There was a snapping sound to my right and |
whirled, only to be confronted with the wind-whipped remnants of yellow, crime-scene tape that
struggled to freeitsaf from the evergreen bush where it was anchored. " cene—do not cross police
crimesce” itwarned, flinging itsdf toward my face.

| had been told | was presumed dead in the explosion and fire that swept through the radio station on
the night of my abduction. So why had my house become a crime scenein theinterim? And if the police
had been to my house and | was presumed dead—or even if | wasn't—wouldn't it now be locked up
tighter than adrum? | patted my pockets: no house keys. | hadn't expected to end up here when | had
fled the Doman's castle just afew days before.

Then | saw thelight.

A dim glow from the back bedroom on the second floor illumined the glassin thefirst two front
windows on the left. A shadow climbed acrossthe hallway ceiling like Jeff Goldblumin The Fly.

Somebody'd been degping in my bed.
The police tape snapped a my head asif trying to regain my attention. Do not cross. . . .

Y eah, right: like I'm gonna climb back in the van and go running back to my two best buddies,
Bassarab—assuming he was il dlive—and Pagdovitch.

| sumbled acrossthe lawn, humming "TieaY dlow Ribbon" under my bresth.

Chapter Eighteen

The door was unlocked.



The door was even aquarter of aninch gar.

| hated this stuff in the movies: teenagers, abandoned house, stalked by a crazed killer. Not that |
objected to Freddy or Jason or Michad killing the couples who dipped off to haveillicit sex—that sent a
high moral message to al the hormone-crazed kidsin the audience. Nope, it was the Stupidity Factor
that made me crazy.

Y ou know how it goes: trail of blood leads down into the cellar and someone with adeath wish
always seemsto volunteer to go down aone to see what caused it: thisishow Mother Nature purges
excess stupidity from the gene pool. Another body turns up and everybody decides to split up and go out
aoneinto the dark to seeif they can find clues. Uh-huh. At thispoint | toss my popcorn and start rooting
for the homicida maniac.

So, why was | acting like one of those stupid twits and entering an abandoned house that wasn't quite
asempty asit was supposed to be?

Because | was a badass vampire with an attitude and without ahell of alot Ieft to lose. | drew both
Splatmasters and pushed the door back with my toe. "Honey," | murmured, "I'm home."

The stairsinsde the entryway went in both directions: one set led down to the rec room, the garage,
and theroom | had used as my deeping chamber this past year; the other flight, up to the kitchen, living
room, and hallway. Up above, an uncertain light magnified shadows at the top of the stairs. Below, there
was nothing but darkness. | hoped.

| reached out and flipped the light switch. Nothing. The power would have been shut off, of course.
The glow from the end of the hallway wavered as a breeze sighed through the open door and wandered
through the house. Candles? More likely the kerosene lamp on the dresser in the master bedroom.

A shadow reared from the floor, grew against the halway wall to amonstrous size and shape. A
voice spoke.

"Daddy! Y ou came back!"

The slhouette at the top of the stairswas scarcely four feet tal, contrasting the distorted shadow it
threw up thewall and acrossthe celling.

The weaknessin my ankle transferred to my knees. "K-Kirsten?' The glow behind her lit her hairina
pale nimbus of light. The face at its center remained in shadow like an inky Rorschach blot.

"Daddy. | missed you."

The voice was strange, scratchy. It didn't sound like Kirsten. But, after ayear, | wasn't surel
remembered what Kirsten sounded like. Wasn't sure of alot of things.

"Mommy'sgone,” shesad.

Of course shewas.

"I know, honey," | whispered. | lowered the Splatmasters back to their holsters. One missed, dipped
from my nervelessfingers, and fell to the floor with aclatter. | ignoredit. | only had eyesfor that shadowy
face surrounded by aflickering halo of light. The rest of my body had grown distant, remote; afuzzy
lethargy extended its buzzing federsinto my head, my thoughts.

"But shell be back,” the apparition continued.

And then it became clear, the thought rising in my mind like the sun over adarkened plain, driving
away the shadows of doubt.

| had survived death and so had my wife and daughter!

To hel with Pagelovitch! The confusion was only in the details, there was no other answer: they were
infected the same asI! Jennifer and Kirsten were dive and, as the thought sank more deeply into my
awareness, | felt amantle of guilt lift from my shoulders. It was only now that | realized how heavily it had
pressed down upon my soul.

"Daddy, | want ahug."



| lurched forward, stumbled on the second step and clambered up toward my daughter on hands and
knees. At thetop of the tairs she leaned over me, wrapped her arms around my neck, pressed her face
to my cheek. | shivered as cold lips moved across the side of my face, moved down to where my jaw
folded into my neck. | drew a deep and ragged breath.

And nearly gagged.
Garbage, camethe far away thought as| closed my eyes. The food has gone bad in the refrigerator,

the pantry. . ..

Lips parted and | felt the hard, sharp edge of teeth against my flesh. | jerked back. Clapped ahand
to my neck.

Nothing.

No blood.

No wound.

Nothing but gooseflesh and paranoia.

Kirsten's shadowy lips curved into asmile. "What's the matter, Daddy?*

My head ached. "Nothing, princess. I'm just surprised to see you, that's al. Where have you been dll
thistime?'

"Here." Her face was il in shadow and now she was backing into the darker recesses of the

kitchen, abandoning the uncertain glow from the halway. "Mommy thought you might come back here
and told meto wait for you."

"l see” | didn't. Not at dl. "And whereis—Mommy—now?"

"She's out getting some food.” Her voice—only it wasn't her voice, not the voice that belonged to my
little girl ayear ago—turned whiny and petulant. "I'm hungry."

"You're hungry?' | wastrying to think, but my mind fought me every step of the way.

"l don't want to wait, Daddy. Can | have something now?"

Maybe the accident had damaged her voca chords. Maybe. . . "Something?' | echoed.

"Something to eet."

Maybe. . . "Maybe we should wait for—for your mother to come back, first."

| caught the shake of her head in the darker depths of the kitchen, even though my night vison was
falling to draw an infrared signature from her small body. "Just one of the cold things, okay? It doesn't
haveto bedive."

"What?' | fumbled at the switches at the top of the stairs. Nothing. My only light source wasin the
back bedroom at the other end of the hall.

"Jugt onelittle piece, Daddy. Alright?"

| shuffled sideways, clutching at the doorframe to the kitchen. "I don't . . ." | suddenly noticed that, as
Kirgten moved away, the ripe, unpleasant odor had retreated with her. ™ . . . know. . . ."

Therewas asound. It took amoment to identify it: the refrigerator door being opened. No littlelight
came on. The darkness remained unbroken. But then the stench rolled over melike awave of effluvium.
Therewas areek like the wind from a daughterhouse and it drove me back down the halway and into
the master bedroom.

The kerosene lamp sat upon the dresser, the mirror behind it amplifying the meager flame that tipped
itsflat cloth wick. | snatched it up and cast about wildly. A month after the funerd | had moved my
clothes out and made my bed downdtairs. Though | had rarely entered the room since then, | still knew
itstopography intimately: something had violated this space, something nested here. | turned up the flame
until it climbed athird of the glass chimney's height and dribbled smoke &t the celling.

And then | stood there.



| did not want to go back down the hall.

| did not want to go into the kitchen.

| did not want to open up the darkness and look at my daughter's face.
At what unholy larder was kept in that long-dead icebox.

So | stood there, trembling, inafaint circle of light. Aslong as| did not look, it was till possible that
my daughter was infected like me.

Was gtill human. Likeme.
"Chris" Another voice. Also dien.
| turned and nearly dropped the lamp.

She stood in the hdlway, where the pale lamplight seemed to barely touch her and then did away into
the darkness. "Jenny," | said.

"Darling." Her voice was as alien asKirgten's. "1've missed you."

Neither of us moved for amoment.

In the uncertain lamplight she looked much as she dways had. Except thinner. And dark circles under
her eyes.

And something was wrong with her mouth.

She moved, turning her head asif reading my thoughts. Came into the room and veered to her |eft.
Orbited a quarter circle, crossing to the bed.

"I'vemissed you," she said again. "Did you missme?”'

Yes, | thought.

"| can't hear your answer, Chris. Did you forget me while we were gpart?' She sat down on the
rumpled bed.

| opened my mouith, tried to say no. No sound would come.

"Maybe you got distracted. Maybe there's someone el se, now. Isthere, baby? Did you find
somebody—some body—to take my place?’ She did across the rumpled sheets, moving to the center of
the mattress and leaning back against the headboard. Her voice took on an edge: "Maybe that werewolf
bitch?"

| cdlosed my mouth. There could be no answers where this conversation was heading.

"You liketo do it doggie-style, Chris?' The edgein her voice turned and each word waslike a
hammer blow. "Areyou into bestidity?'

| just stood there, immobile except for atremor that was starting to work itsway up my leg.

Shelaughed suddenly and yellow teeth flashed in her mouth. "It'sal right, darling. Till desth usdo
part. Remember? So | can't redlly blame you: you can cop on the technicdlity.”

"|—I thought you were gone," | whispered. "Forever."

"We're ba-ack," she sing-songed. "' So, what do you say, honey? Can we be one happy family,
again?' Her eyes caught the flame from the lamp and reflected it back as yellow pinpoints. "Or are you
going to play doghouse with that Canadian huskie?'

It wasn't Jenny'svoice. And | couldn't believe they were Jenny'swords. The only redl evidence | had
before me was Jenny's body.

And there was something wrong with it—something beyond its painfully gaunt appearance—that |
couldn't quite put my finger on.

"What about my body?" she asked, squirming in anest of tangled sheets. "Did you missit?' She
reached up and unfastened the button at her throat. "I can do it doggie-style, too." Another button. "Y ou
likeanimals?1 can be an animal. Remember?" A third button and her shirt began to open. "Only I've
gotten better this past year. | can be ared animal, now.” The forth button and the front of her shirt



gaped, abreast emerged like ady predator. She cupped it in her hand. "Remember this? Remember
how good it could be?'

But | wasn't looking at her breast. | was looking at the black, ropey scars that ran from her shoulders
to her chest, where they joined in arough and lumpy "Y" and continued down her ssomach to disappear
beneath her jeans.

Autopsy incisons

| stepped back. Took another step. Kept backing up. Into the hall.

"Darling," | heard her say, "whatever happened to 'for better or for worse'?"

| tripped, stumbled. Looked down at the body lying in the halway like a bloody speed bump, and
lost my footing atogether. The lamp dipped out of my grasp, rebounded off thewall, and crashed againgt
the opposite baseboard. Blue flames washed across the floor, became yellow tapestries that fluttered up
thewalls. | scooted backwards, dapping &t the fiery tongues that flagged from my deeve, my pants, my
shoe. The body at my feet lay haf-in, half-out of the spreading flames. An older male—fifty, maybe sixty
years old—it hadn't been lying therewhen | first cameit. Hadn't died there, either: even though histhroat
was practically nonexistent, there was very little blood on the carpet.

Mommy's out getting somefood. . . .

Kirgen.

| rolled over and crawled back toward the kitchen.

"Kirgten, where are you?"'

No answer. The flames were following me back up the halway, providing better illumination. Now |
could see the outline of the icebox, itsdoor still gar. Masking the charnelhouse reek was the growing
amell of burning hair and roasting flesh. | started to crawl onto the linoleum and nearly fell on my face as
my hands did through something thick and wet and viscous.

"Kirgen!" | screamed. There was no response, and now the flames were lapping at my feet and
blistering thewall next to the Sairway.

She was surely gone, more out of harm'sway than | was. | turned and threw mysdlf down the sairs.
The ceiling overhead rippled and turned orange. Smoke flowed down the stairway, impelled by a sudden
downdraft. | grabbed at the doorknob, twisted, pulled. The door was locked.

| fumbled with the turnset on the knob. No good: the door was secured with a double-keyed, diding
balt. | turned and stumbled down the ha f-flight of steps leading to the lower level of the house.

The door to the garage was on my left at the bottom of the stairs. It opened easily.

| entered the garage and closed the door behind me. That cut off the smoke-filtered glow of the
spreading flames up above. | took astep and banged my shin on something solid. Hold on, | told mysdf:
Think!

ashlight.

| fumbled dong thewall and found the flashlight we'd dways kept plugged in, next to the door, for
emergencies. There hadn't been any. Until now.

| didn't know how long the power had been cut off but the batteries still held enough of acharge. The
beam cut a swath of visihility through the smoky darkness.

A black car...sedan...no...
Station wagon.. . . no. . .
A hearse. . . took up most of the space.

There was barely enough room for the two coffins, resting on pairs of sawhorses at the back of the
garage. And asmadll table, the workbench, actually, set with unlit candles, acrucible, and another
bowl—half filled with long, narrow leaves—some scrolls, an ankh. . .

Scrolls?



Detail was uncertain at thisdistance, in thislight, but the text looked familiar. Before | could move
closer something dammed againgt the door behind me. The knob rattled. but the door remained closed:
out of habit, | had locked it behind me.

"Kirgen?' | cdled.

No response.

There was alow growl on the other side of the wood.

| tried to picture the sound coming from a human throat.
Couldn't.

The door began to shudder under repeated impacts. Smoke drifted down from the ceiling turning the
flashlight beam into a Jedi lightsaber.

Timeto leave.

| edged around the hearse. The garage door was locked and the mechanism was out of reach, nearly
flush with the car'srear end. Behind me | heard the sound of splintering wood. It wasinspiring: | torethe
metal tie-rods|oose from their moorings and then punched ahole in one of the wooden panelswith my
fist. The garage door made protesting sounds, but it went up without any further hesitation. Smoke
rushed out into the night air and | followed along behind.

The windows of the van reflected the red and yellow flicker of what used to be the second story of
my home. | hesitated, thinking of Kirsten, and then ran for the van. It wastoo late, now.

Too late by at least ayesr.

Chapter Nineteen

In my dreamsthe rabbi tellsusto roll away the stone. We uncover the hollow carved into the
hillsde.

"Lazarus, comeforth!" he says.

The doping ground opens and afigure, wrapped in grave clothes and spiced linen bindings, emerges.

"Loose him and uncover hisface."

| do astherabbi bids. | step forward and tug the linen napkin from hisface.

Only itisher face.

Jennifer's clear, clean features gaze back a me.

| turn, but the rabbi isgone. The burid placeis swept away in atide of sand. The hill isnow a
pyramid and | hold in my hands not a linen napkin but a golden mask wearing a serpent crown.

"Unbind me," she says. And her mouthis. . . right. Her teeth are white, her eyesbright and



unshadowed, the hollows are gone from her cheeks.
"Freeme," she says.
| search the bindingsin vain: there are no knots or loose endsto unravel.
"Youwill need help,” she says. "Ask Thoth."
Hurry, Daddy!
| bolted awake at the sound of Kirsten's voice echoing from inside the tomb.
| stared up at the night sky, a Bassarab's face hovering overhead.

Fdt the grassy mound of earth against my back, turned my head and saw dozens of other landscaped
hillocks, each with its own stone or marker to giveit a pretense of individudity.

"An interesting placeto take anap,” he said. "Perhaps you are changing more than you redize." He
sat on my wife's headstone, leaning over to observe me like some grest, dark vulture. "1t will be dawn,
soon."

| turned my head to the east, finally noticed the colorshift of night sky from black to deep cerulean at
the horizon. "It wasthe only place | could think of to goto,” | croaked, my throat gone rusty with ground
vapors and dew. "1 must havefalen adesp.”

"Perhaps. Perhaps you even dreamed.”
| sat up with an ache-induced groan. We are such things as dreams are made of, | thought.

"And our littlelifeis rounded with adeep,” Bassarab said. "But did you truly dream? Or did you
make contact?"

"Contact?' Annoyance pushed the grogginess from my head.

"What did your wifetdl you?'

| struggled to my feet. " She seemed to think | had been unfaithful to her thispast year." | tested my
legs they didn't seem entirdly trustworthy.

"| asked what your wife told you. | was not speaking of the thing that nestsin her remains. Dance at
the masquerade, if you will, but do not be taken in by the costumes.”

| glared & him. "What do you know about my wife? Or my daughter, for that matter?”

"I know that they could not be undead,”" he said gently. "They were not infected with vampire blood
asyou were. What infested your house was only anillusion, a pantomime of shadows.” He sighed,
looking strangely human for amoment. ™Y our wife and daughter are gone, Christopher.”

"Y ou don't know how much that comforts me."
"l anglad.”

My hands balled into fists and then reluctantly relaxed: how does one explain irony to someone who's
been around about five hundred years|onger than you?

"How did you find me?'

"It isthe blood-bond. Y our blood callsto me; if | concentrate, | can hear it singing from many miles
avay."

"How poetic,” Mooncloud interrupted. She was making her way toward us through the maze of

grave markers. "Lupéand | had to follow the fire trucks to his house and then guess where he'd go next."
She gave himalook. "I can hear your blood singing,” she mimicked. "Oh, please.”

"How clever of you," Bassarab said sourly. "Whereis Garou?'
"Back at the car. Dressing.”

"And your quarry?"

"Got away. How about the creature?”

Bassarab scowled. "The same: got away."



"Whoa, whoa, whoa; hold on amoment!" | reached out and grabbed the lapels of his scorched
greatcoat. "It couldn't have survived that inferno!™

"Christopher," Bassarab's voice was flecked with traces of defeat and resignation, "you cannot kill
something that is aready dead.”

| stared at him. Something tirred at the back of my brain, just below the surface of my mind. "Can
you bekilled?' | asked findly.

After an even longer pause, he nodded.

"Then it—that thing—can aso bekilled."

The old vampire shook hishead. "'l said that you cannot kill something that isaready dead. | am
undeed. Thereisadifference.”

"Yeah?' A red light began to bloom behind my eyes. "Well, what exactly isthat difference?’ For a
moment | thought the sun was burgting over the inky horizon—but it was il dark al around us. the
terrible, burning brilliance searing into my brain was something worse. ™Y ou son-of-a-hitch!™ | cried,
remembering, "you know that thing! Y ou spoke toit!" The burning brightnessintensified, blinding me.
"Youcdledit by name!"

"Kadeth Bey."

"Youset usup!” | roared, lifting him off the ground and shaking him like an unrepentant doll.

"No! | want him dead as much asyou do!"

"Liar!™ | flung him backwards and atombstone, fifteen feet away, toppled over backwardsin
bresking hisfal.

"New York isusing him," Bassarab panted, "to track me—"

"I know that!" | yelled. "I'm not stupid! Time after time I've been thefal guy for you, but no more!
And you don't want him asdead as| do! Y ou can't!"

"Christopher, even aman who is five centuries undead doesn't want to die.”

| reached down and wrenched up the headstone from my wifes grave. "But maybe it will find you
and youll dieanyway! And then what?' | panted, raising the massive granite block over my heed. "It'll be
over! You'l be dead! Like you were meant to be—five hundred years ago! Like al men are meant to be
at the end of their dlotted time!" | took a step toward him, arms and legs thrumming with the strain. "No
onewill dig you up! No one will want you coming back! Y ou can rest!"

| turned and flung the headstone & the iron fence a couple of plots away. The monument took out ten
feet of iron fusillades with their concrete anchors and podts. ™Y ou can rest—" | fell to my knees"—under
the cool green grass and have peace,” | sobbed. "But not my little girl. Not my Jenny.”

"It's not them anymore. They're not—"

"Shut up,” | screamed, " shut up! ™

Off in the distance a siren wailed, echoing the sound of my pain.

"l have" | panted, "every reason in theworld to save that thing the trouble and kill you now."
"He's not your enemy, Chris," Mooncloud said softly, "Kadeth Bey is."

| looked up at her. "Thisisn't dbout friends or enemies, anymore. The one thing that you and Dracula
here have taught me these past few weeksisthat one controls or is controlled. One dominatesor is
dominated. In the end it's results that count. Not fedings.

"And now weve gone too far beyond who started what and whose fault lieswhere. That
thing—Bey—dug them up! Dragged my baby and my wife back up out of the ground.” | dammed my fist
againg the earth between my knees. "Violated them to get tome! To get to him! And it still hasthem! It
dill ...has...them...."

"Weve got to destroy it," Bassarab said, climbing to hisfeet. "1 had hoped you might succeed where
| had dwaysfailed. Y ou must understand that we both want the same thing—"



"No!" | said, climbing to my feet. "Y ou don't seem to get it, do you? Thisthing has my family and it
will do anything, anything to bring you down. If | can find away to destroy thisthing, | will. But if | cant,
I'll set Jenny and Kirsten free the only other way | know how." | stabbed ashaking finger at him. "It
won't need them if you're dead. So you'd better pray | can figure out how to kill something that's aready
dead. Y ou can stake your un-life on that!"

Red and blue lights strobed the early morning mist at the cemetery gate. A Side searchlight cut the
predawn twilight and circled usin aporthole of light. "Don't anybody move," admonished an amplified
voice from the speaker mounted on the roof of the squad car.

There's nothing happening here, | thought furioudy. Go away!

The searchlight remained on. But now it passed over us and on asthe police car continued up and
around the circular road. By thetimeit had circled back out the gate, we were climbing into the
Duesenberg.

"His name was Kadeth Bey and he was an Egyptian sorcerer,”" Bassarab said. He frowned at the
glow of daylight that framed the shades drawn down over another motel room'swindows. "I really know
little morethan that.”

"How did you meet?' Garou asked.

"The Turks brought him late to our conflict. That was back in the—let's see—fifteenth century. | had,
of course, devel oped my own reputation as amaster of the black arts by then. The Ottoman Empire was
losing bettlesthat it should have won without effort. They were frustrated and demoralized. The sultan
had exhausted his reserve of holy men in trying to counter the demonic forces | brought to the conflict.
When they proved ineffective, it was decided that perhaps they should counter with an unholy man,
instead.”

"Bey," | sad.

Henodded. "Thelittle | know was difficult to come by. And it has done melittle good through the
long centuries up to thisvery day.”

"Perhaps your information islessthan rdigble.”

"It wasrdiable." Hisgaze turned reflective. "At great cost to my own troops | was able to capture
two of hisacolytes. | was exceedingly careful in my questioning—more so than usud: thelong stake
loosens most tongues even before the process is begun. Toward the end, al falsehood is stripped away.
They confess, not to me, but to the God they are about to face, to whom they must commend their souls.
No, Csgthe, these men spoke the truth asthey knew it."

"And what truth was that?* Mooncloud persisted.

"That Kadeth Bey was both vampire and necromancer. That he was a high priest of the Egyptian god
Set and became avampire after his death by means of sorcery. That he was entombed asaroya high
priest in the Egyptian manner, hence your problem of driving astake through his black heart.”

| snapped my fingers. "Egyptian burid. The organs are removed and placed in separate burid urns
when the body is prepared for mummification.”

Bassarab nodded. "Canopic jars.”

"So what do we do?" Garou asked. "Find hisjar and dam a stake down insde? There must be
hundreds of those thingsin Egypt, done, not to mention museum exhibits throughout the rest of the
world."

"Anything s2?" | asked Bassarab.

"L eaves. Bey was dways preparing potions involving leaves that he had to have brought back from

thevdley of the Nile. About the only thing | could do to thwart him back then was ambush the returning
trains of packmules and squeeze his suppliesto aminimum.” He paused, ruminating. "That's about it.”



"Tanisleaves," Mooncloud said.

"What?"

"It soundsjust like those old mummy moviesthat the Satterfields were talking about.”

| remembered now. "Right. They had some at their house, in fact.

"Tanisleaves," Garou said.

"y es"

"No," she corrected, "you said tanis leaves. In the moviesthey're called tanna leaves.”

Weall looked at her.

Bassarab cleared histhroat. "Isthere apoint?”

Garou shrugged. "My mother dways said that the Devil isin the details.”

"Hollywood," Bassarab muttered.

| leaned back in my chair and stared up at water-stained celling tiles that might have been white back
in the 1940s. Back when the old black-and-white Universal horror movies were being shot on
Tinsdtown'sback lots. "She'sright,” | said. "Maybethis particular detail isn't Sgnificant. But we can't
discount any potentia piece of information at this point. And an inconsistency could be ared flag.”

"Oh, wdll, if it'sinconsistencies you want," Garou said, "theré'sarather largish one & the beginning
of The Mummy series”

Mooncloud gave her alook. "I had no idea you were such an old movie buff.”

"When you're on call for the graveyard shift, cable doesn't exactly offer asmorgasbord of culture.”

| cleared my throat. "I believe we were discussing incons stencies.”

"Oh, right. BorisKarloff played the firss mummy. Then it was mostly Lon Chaney, J. though there
were two or three others.”

"Christopher Leg, as| recdl,” Mooncloud mused.

"Now therewas an actor. . . ." Bassarab rested his chin on folded hands. "I did not mind so much
when | was portrayed by the likes of him. And Langella, of course.”

"AndLugos?' | murmured.

"Bah! That dwarf?'

"Leecamelater,” Garou continued, "during the Hammer Films era. I'm talking about the old Universd
classcs”

"Jack Palance?' | whispered.

Bassarab looked at me.

"Dan Curtis production back in the seventies. Two-part made-for-TV movie."

"Hmmmm." Bassarab |ooked thoughtful.

"Intheorigind Mummy, Karloff utilized the Scroll of Thoth to raise the dead,” Garou € aborated.
"The tannaleaves angle didn't show up until Chaney was gimping around in three-thousand-year-old duct
tape after Princess Anankas reincarnation.”

"Two different mythologies,” Mooncloud observed.
"But could both hold a portion of the truth?’
Bassarab roused from hisreverie. "Y ou are not serious.”

"Yeah," | echoed. "Vampires, werewolves, three-thousand-year-old dead guys still walking
around—get serioud!”

He scowled a me. "There must be better sources of information.”
"Find me one." Then | told them about what | had seen in my garage before escaping thefire.



"S0, he's using both the tanna leaves and the Scroll of Thoth,” Garou said when | was done.
"Tanisleaves," | corrected.

"No," said Bassarab smultaneoudy.

| turned to him. "Y ou're starting to sound like abroken record.”

"No," Bassarab indsted. "Bey would not use scrolls or anything e se involving the god Thoth."

"He'sright,” Mooncloud said. "If Bey isadisciple of Set, he dabblesin black magic. Thoth, in many
ways, was Set's nemesis.”

"Thoth," | said, "Thoth. . . ." The name resonated in my mind like ahaf-remembered melody. "Téll
me more about this Thoth."

Mooncloud looked thoughtful. "My Egyptian mythology isalittle rusty. As| remember it, Set
murdered his brother Osiris. Thoth gave power to the goddess Isisto resurrect her husband. Out of that
process, the Egyptians say, the process of embalming was handed down to mortals.”

"And the Scrall of Thoth,” Garou said, "iswhat was used in the firss Mummy movie to animate Boris
Karloff. The tannaleaves came later, during the Lon Chaney, Jr. series.”

"Y our friends back in Kansas City," | said to Mooncloud, "they have a Scroll of Thoth."
Shegnmiled. "An authentic copy.”

"Thisismadness" Bassarab muttered.

"And tanisleaves" | concluded, pulling acellular phone out of my backpack.

"Where did you get that?' Bassarab wanted to know.

"Kansas City during our recent shopping spree.” | turned to Mooncloud. " The Satterfield's number?*
| asked.

"I forbidit," he said as Mooncloud gave me the information.

Asl| started punching in the area.code | could fedl the old vampire's mind force enveloping melike a
musty shroud. "When I'm done I'll need Smirl's number so we can arrange some fast transportation.”

"Y ou will put the phone down," Bassarab ordered. His menta domination intengified. "1 command
you!"

The color drained from Mooncloud's face.

Garou's eyes werefilled with pain.

| was getting serioudy pissed off.

" command—"

"Hey, Vladamir," | said, "bite me." The phone began to ring at the other end of the connection.

The hat, sunglasses, and sunblock were |ess effective now and, during the drive to the airport, |
drifted through that no man's land between pain and discomfort.

| welcomed the burning lancets of sunlight pricking my skin, loose photons seeming to turnthe air
noxiousas| breathed it in. | wastired and it dgpped away my lethargy, | wasthirsty and it offered
preeminent diversion. | was moving out onto thin ice and | would need my wits about me for the next
forty-eight hours.

Smirl waswaiting at the Pittsburg field with aplane and apilot. | got out of the car and waited for
Mooncloud. She had removed the keys from the ignition and unbuckled her seat belt, but remained
seated behind the steering whedl.

Shelooked up at me with a stricken expression. "l can't.”

| stared back, puzzled. "Y ou can't what?"

"Get out of the car. Hewon't let me."



"What?"

"Bassarab."

It took me amoment. | had developed my own vampiric immunity to Bassarab's menta domination,
but Mooncloud was till human and susceptible. " Posthypnotic suggestion,” | asked, "or ishe using some
kind of telepathic remote control ?"

She shook her head. "I don't know."

"Wdll, how about this?' | opened the driver'sdoor. "1 command you to get out of the car and follow
me." She sat, unmoving, and | pushed a bit with my mind. She clutched at her head and moaned.

"Never mind," | said, relenting. "' Stay here and help Lupé keep the trail warm. I'll be back tonight."

"The Doman isnt going to likethis™" she said.

"Tough. Under the circumstances, Stefan Pagelovitch istheleast of my worries. And if the plan fails,
I'll be beyond caring.”

Afool'splan. . .. Thewordswhispered at the back of my mind like a serpent diding beneath dry
leaves.

Liestill inyour coffin, old man, and keep your thoughts to yourself. You've had five hundred
years to deal with Kadeth Bey. Your continuing impotence in this matter should curb the tongue of
your mind as well as the one in your mouth.

"Areyou dl right?' Mooncloud asked.

| looked at her.

"Y ou look alittle unsteady on your feet."

"A headache," | said. "Nothing more.” And | plan to berid of it permanently in just a short while.

Bassarab, if hewas il listening, made no reply.

"I'd better get going.”

Shereached out and put her hand on my arm. "Y ou're going to need something very soon. . . ."

| turned and walked through the gate and out onto the field.

Thetiny Kansas airport wasn't much more than amain building with atwo story tower and acouple
of runways. A haf dozen hangars and meta sheds, acouple of fuel depots, and achainlink fence
completed the layout. Although the sun was il up, it was after Sx p.m. and the nomina staff had left for
the day. Locdl traffic tended to be light, mostly Cessna 100 series and Pipers with an occasiona

Beechcraft thrown in. Regiond flights usually diverted over to Joplin, where they were better ableto
accommodate charters and median jets. Large commercia carriers gave both airports awide berth.

"Youit?' Smirl asked, as| walked briskly toward the plane.

"Yeah. Let'smove." Whilel didn't necessarily think the old vampire would sabotage our takeof, |
wasin ahurry to put alittle more distance between uswhile he was till preoccupied with Dr.
Mooncloud. Five minutes later we were off the ground and headed north, toward Kansas City.

Smirl had provided us with a Beechcraft Baron, a plush, prestigious, and very expensive twin-prop
that made me wonder about the Chicago demesne's resources. What was more important, however, was
that the Baron had an average cruising speed of two hundred miles per hour. The clock wasticking and |
didn't want to see the sun come up again before my errand was through.

"l got the stuff you asked for," Smirl said. He pulled alegther valise out from under his seat and
unzipped it. Reaching in, he extracted avest of meshed nylon covered with canvas pouches that were all
interconnected with insulated wire. " Specid Ops, ALICE-type vest with twenty-eight bricks of high
propdlant C-4 Plastique in canvas utility pouches with wireless systlem primerstied to asingle circuit.” He
eyed me as he held out the vest. Y ou ever work with this stuff?”

"Yearsago, inthe service.”



"What were you? Special Forces?'

| stopped examining the wire leads and stared at him. "Do my military records say anything about
Specid Forces?

"No. . . but your service records are unusualy vaguein some areas. And your shopping lis—"

"Weekend warrior stuff, | assureyou,” | said. And then | reassured him some more with alittle
mentd push.

Asl refolded the vest he produced a smdll black box with ahinged cover. "Remote detonator.
Range of at least five hundred metersif you've got clear line-of-aght.”

"Rangeisn't going to be aproblem,” I murmured as he flipped the lid open.

There were four toggle switches arranged in pairs. He pointed to the top two switches. "Two
separate circuitsif you want abackup charge. The top switch armsthe circuit.” He moved hisfinger.
"The switch beneath it detonates the charge. Y ou want the vest wired to the left pair or the right?

| reached out and took the small plastic caseinto my hand. | closed my eyes and ran my thumb
across the switches, trying to imagine the eesiest configuration under the most difficult of circumstances.
"Theright pair, | guess," | said, opening my eyes. As| did, asable-brown cat with two tails appeared
from beneath a seet at the back of the plane. It ambled up the aide and jumped into my lap.

"Where did you get the cat?'

"Sheinssted on coming aong,” he answered. Asif that was any kind of an answer at all.

| was feding more than alittle disoriented from the combination of sun, Bassarab'sinterference, and
the sudden change in dtitude as | exchanged the vest and detonator for aflashlight with ablack, insulated
exterior and aringed spring-clip at the butt end. "Browning submersible Sabrelight,” he said. "L ooks
pretty much like an ordinary flashlight, but it has axenon high-intensity lamp with four hundred percent
more candlepower. They're used by U.S. Army Specia Forces counterinsurgency strike teams. | got you
two, just in case, with three sets of spare batteries, each.”

The cat formed afurry doughnut in my lap as Smirl took the flashlight back and placed awooden
box in my hands. | opened it and considered the oversized handgun nestled in the green felt interior.

"Dartmaster CO2 tranquilizer gun with twelve hypodarts and two spare gas cartridges,” he
catalogued. "M odifications. Tasco Propoint PDP4 dectronic sght, ALS MiniAimer laser sght, Hogue
gip.”

"Perfect.”

"Something you didn't ask for." He exchanged the boxed wegpon for aminiheadset and mike wired
to abelt/pocket battery clip. "Tracker hands-free comm set. VOX circuitry for voice activation.
Two-channd, military issue.

"Anything ds=?" | asked as he repackaged the various items and arranged them in hisvalise.

"| till don't understand how you're going to get him to put on the vest."

"l don't need Kadeth Bey to wear the vest for the desired effect. | just need him to stand close to me
whileI'm wearingit."

He drew back. Perhaps he even blanched: it's hard to tell with acomplexion like Casper the friendly
ghost.
"Now, what about the books?"

Hefished a sack out from behind his seat, obvioudy uncomfortable with the turn the conversation
had taken. " Explosves and guns—easy stuff. Books are alittle different.”

He pulled six books from the sack and handed them to me. | shuffled through the stack: aglossily
pictured text on ancient Egypt, two reference books on general mythology, Brewer's Dictionary of

Phrase and Fable, and two volumes from Frazier's origina Golden Bough that |ooked like they might
have been from afirs edition collection. | turned them over and consdered the numbersinked across the



bottom of the spines. "These arelibrary books."

"I went to three bookstores and nobody had anything like what you wanted. | was running low on
time and the library was asafe bet.”

| turned the books back over. "Three of these are from the reference section. How did you get
permission to check them out?!

"Check them out?"

| sighed and opened the firdt. "I'm going to read, now. When we get to Kansas City, | expect to be
done and | expect you to return these to the library and put them back on the shelves exactly where you
found them.”

"Y ou'refixing to blow yourself up, but you're worried about overdue books at the library?"
The cat looked up a me.

"TheC-4isPlanB. I'm gtill workingon Plan A."

"l hopeit'salittlelessfatal than Plan B."

"'Fad, " | sad, "isonething." | turned and stared out the window at cooling twilight. " 'Permanent’ is
quite another."

It was quiet for the remainder of theflight.

Chapter Twenty

"Waéll, of course, the popular mythol ogies have Thoth as nothing more than vizier to Osrrisand his
kingdom," Jm Satterfield said. He consulted the crabbed script on the papyrus and counted nine leaves
into the boiling water.

"Nine going to be enough?' | asked.

"That'swhat the formulacdlsfor.”

"An authentic copy of the formula?’

He shrugged. "Maybe some Egyptian street vendor copied it off one of the old late-night movies.
Maybe some Hollywood scriptwriter madeit up straight out of hisimagination and Sir Thomas Johnstone
Lipton's Recipe Book. Maybe the only power you can count on isthe power of urban myth and the
cybernetics of superdtition.”

"But maybe, just maybe," | said, taking alarge wooden spoon and stirring the mixture, “the movie
script did manage to takeits cues from actud legend.”

Susan Satterfield entered the kitchen, surveyed our efforts and reached between usto adjust the
burner on the stove top. "Why do men aways suppose the only way to cook something is maximum
flame?Y ou're supposed to bail it until the leaves dissolve; that means medium hesat. Otherwise the water
will evaporate before the leaves do.”

Her husband smiled. "It's genetics, hon. Goes way back to our forebearsliving in caves and hunting



mastodons. A nice big fire, the bigger the better.”
"How many leaves?' she asked.
"Ninefor afull range of motion.”
"Universa-Lon Chaney, Jr. or Hammer-ChrisLee?"

"Um, Universa—if | remember correctly. Threeto keep its heart beating and nine for the mummy to
rise and walk. And something about the cycle of each full moon.”

"Wait aminute,” | protested. "How can the potion kegp amummy's heart beating when the heart is
removed during the embaming process?'

"The heart wasn't dways removed,” Jm answered. "And sometimesit was removed and then
replaced during the embaming process.”

"Egyptian embaming techniques evolved and changed with time and class differences” hiswife
added, rummaging in the pantry and emerging with abottle of wine. "The processes you're probably
familiar with aretheroya ceremonies practiced during the New Kingdom period, between 1738 and
1102 b.c. Herodotus gave a detailed description of the technique back in the fifth century b.c., including
the use of canopic jarsfor the various organs to be stored outside the body."

"But dl of that's moot in regardsto your question,” Jm said. "'In the movies, the mummy was Kharis,
who, as high priest, was entombed dive for hisviolation of sacred taboos. So his heart was never
removed inthefirs place."

"But did he die?'
They both looked a me.

"I mean, did the tannaleaves bring him back to life? Or did he remain in some form of suspended
animation during hisburid and never taste of true death in thefirst place?’

They both looked at each other. Then back at me.

"I mean, will this stuff work on something that is aready dead? Or only on something that never died
to begin with?'

"Something that never died to begin with?' Susan asked dowly.

| nodded.

"Well," Jm mused, "1 suppose that would depend on just exactly which it was and what effect you
wanted."

"Something that is supposedly dead and till walking around,” | said. " Something that isnot dive by
the prevailing definitions”

"Y et, not undead in the vampiric sense?' Susan qudified, working a corkscrew into the mouth of the
wine bottle.

| nodded.

"And the desred effect?' Jm asked.

"Tomekeit dive once more.”

Now neither of them would look at me. Or at each other. After along silence Susan cleared her
throat. "We, um, understand that you lost your wife and daughter last year.”

My throat felt likeit needed clearing aswell. | nodded.
"This, uh, potion,” Jm said, "assuming Hollywood tapped into an arcane truth and actudly got it right.

"Whichishighly unlikely," Susan interjected. The cork came free with an audible pop.
"...well, a best, it was only supposed to restore a semblance of life, of animation.”

"Threeleavesto keep the heart beating,” | said. "Nine to grant the power of movement. Semblance
of life? What if we used more leaves?"



"Not recommended.” Jm Satterfield pulled his pipe from his pocket. "1 can't recall the specific
warnings from the movies but it was assumed that adding more than nine leavesto the potion was
dangerous.”

IIWMI

"I don't remember.” He unfolded a penknife and began scraping at the bowl of hispipe. "Maybeit
made K haristoo powerful. Or maybe it would destroy him." He looked at hiswife. ™Y ou going to pour
thet?'

"I'mletting it bresthe.”

lld,]lll

"Or maybe it would make him too human and therefore beyond the control of hismaster,” | said,
reaching for the bowl and dumping the remaining leavesinto the bubbling pot on the sove.

"Maybe," Jim conceded. "Buit if you were wanting to bring someone back from the dead—someone
you redly cared about—you'd be alot better off using the Scroll of Thoth."

IIWW?

"Stronger magic, | guess. Not to mention the theologica angle. Y ou familiar with the Osirian myths?"

| nodded. My little study session on the flight up had covered the basics. According to mythology,
Osriswasthe grandson of Ra, the chief of the Egyptian gods. Since the Big O was areal peacenik and
didn't believein violence of any sort, he was an easy target for his brother Set. In afit of jedousy, Set
killed him—twice, according to some versions of the legend—and the fina time he hacked Osirisinto
fourteen different pieces. Although Is's, who was Odiris wife, and Thoth, his grand vizier, were ableto
resurrect him, he decided to go with the momentum and become ruler of the Egyptian underworld.

"S0," | said, after repeating the basic outline, "Ogirisis now the god of the Underworld and Thoth, in
some aspects of their theology, serves as the gatekeeper between life and death.”

He rapped the bowl of his pipe against the counter as Susan produced three wineglassesfrom aside
cupboard. "Mmmm. A bit of an overamplification, but the interpretation holds."

"So, let me ask you ahypothetica question,” | said as he swept the detritus of ancient tobacco into
the wastebasket. "L et's say that there was a high priest of Set. And this necromancer was using tanna
leaves to animate dead bodies. But these dead bodies are not really aive—just . . . animated. Could the
Scroll of Thoth be used to restore these dead bodiesto life? To red life? Not just animated corpses?”

Susan heditated in her pouring to cock acoppery eyebrow. "Hypotheticaly?!

| stared back. "Of course.”

Her husband began packing his pipe with fresh tobacco. "Hypotheticaly . . . it might. Or it might
merely negate the animating effects of the tanna or tanisleaves. On the other hand, it could destroy those
same corpses asthey are ensorceled by Set or hismagicians: the power of Thoth is antithetical to the
influences of Set."

| nodded. " Set was an enemy of Thoth and his master.”

"Well, of coursetheresthat. After Osiriswent to rule in the Underworld, Thoth served Isisand her
son Horus. Heintervened to save Odiriss child on severd occasions, including attempted nations
by Set's minions. Later he served asjudge between Horus and Set when they were brought before the
tribund of gods. Thefact that he ruled in favor of Horus and againgt Set cemented their enmity.”

"So, if an Egyptian necromancer were an acolyte of Set,” | asked, "he wouldn't be too inclined to use
the Scroll of Thoth in hisincantations?!

"Good God, no. Set isthe very incarnation of Evil, the god of opposition to al thingsgood. Thothis
the god who supposedly invented dl the arts and sciences: arithmetic, surveying, geometry, astronomy,
soothsaying, magic, medicine, surgery, music, drawing, and above dl, writing. Asthe inventor of
hieroglyphs, he was named 'Lord of Holy Words." Asfirst of the magicians he was often called ‘the



Elder.'"

"But that'sjust one version of the old boy's credentias," Susan said, handing my glassto me.
"According to the theologians at Hermopalis, Thoth was the true universa Demiurge, the Divine Ibiswho
had hatched the world-egg a Hermopolis Magna. They believed that the work of creation was
accomplished by the sound of hisvoice done." She handed a glassto her husband and then raised her
own. "The Books of the Pyramids are a bit ambiguous about his pedigree, aswell. . . ."

The Burmese with the bifurcated tail jumped up on the counter and sniffed the air adjacent to the
open bottle. | set my glass by her and tipped it just enough to bring the wine within reach. The cat |apped
deicatdly at thelip of the glassand purred, twin tailstwining and untwining in rhythmic contentment.

"Sometimes he'slisted as the oldest son of Ra, other times he's the child of Geb and Nut, the brother
of 19, Set and Nephthys. . ."

"But normaly," her husband concluded, "he's merely friend and not member to the Odirian family.
But, by any account, Thoth was a heavy mana-dude.”

"Good," | sad. | looked down at the blushing contents of my wineglass. | wasthirsty. But not for
wine

"I'm not sure we answered your question,” Susan said.

"I'm not sure you can.”

"Widll, if there is anything we can do in addition to the tanisleaves," Jm said, "don't hestate to ask.”

"Okay," | said. "I'd liketo borrow your Scroll of Thoth."

Ahhh, Csgthe, you return. . . .

| had been staring into the inky blacknessthat seemed to Stretch into infinity. Now my eyes
refocused, expecting to see Draculafloating just outside the Beechcraft's wing window.

But it was only hisvoicefluttering in the back of my head.

Did you find what you need?

Maybe (I thought back at him.) | sent amental picture of vest loaded with pockets of C-4
explosives.

Thisisyour plan?

Thisismy fall-safe,

Fail-safe?

I'll be wearing this stuff the next time | go toe-to-toe with Kadeth Bey.

The Devil! You are serious?

Asaheart attack. But the plastique is Plan B.

Plan B?

Justin case Plan A doesn't work.

Plan A?

And | want you right beside me.

For this Plan A of yours?

That'sright.

So what isit you need for me to do?

Nothing. Just hang. | want you closeto me.

For Plan A?

Y ou could say that.

Then tell me of your plan.



No.

Then how can | help you with your Plan A?

You cant.

| do not under stand.

| want you closeto mejust in case Plan A fails.

Butif PanAfals. . ..

Plan B (I thought), and sent him amenta picture of the probable explosion.
Heleft medonefor awhileand | turned my attention back to the night sky.
It callsto you, hewhispered, findly.

What? Art there old mole? "Hic et ubique" and get thee to anunnery.

You are drawn to the darkness.

Not the darkness, old man, but the emptiness.

The emptiness?

The ky. It'sempty, you know.

He had no immediate response.

When | wasachild | used to lie on the ground and stare up at the sky, | mused. | used to believe that
Heaven was an actud place. That it lay just beyond those distant blue curtains that shrouded it from
earthbound, human eyes.

Now, looking up at the stars, | know better. The sky is an empty place. And except for a pittance of
cosmic matter, the emptiness just goes on and on in al directions. Forever and ever. Amen.

It istrue, Bassarab answered. When the sun goes down and the light withdraws from the world, one
can seethingsmore clearly.

| don't (I thought bitterly). | don't seeclearly, at dl. . . .

"Headache?' Smirl asked, breaking through my meditation.

| shook my heed. "Jugt thinking."

"About life and death?' He smiled at the look on my face. "No, not telepathic: those of uswho dwell
beyond the boundaries of humankind think about it, too. Why not? Y ou humansdl do. Y ou create
religions and philosophies to sculpt sense out of chaos and promise something better on the other sde of
the dark. We have no theology that grants us eterna souls, existence beyond the grave. So we clutch at
the edge of the cemetery gate and refuse to go gently into that good night. We are the embodiment of that
rage & thedying of thelight.”

"So what do you believe?' | asked. "That you smply ceaseto be?’

He nodded over steepled fingers. "Do the complex array of memories, perceptions, emotions,
distinctive salfnessthat each of us perceive as'l' come undone and sift away into oblivion—irretrievable,
nonexistent, forever log?"

"Dugt inthewind,” | murmured, staring into the darkness, the emptiness outside my window.

And, when we are gone, our consciousness flown, are there other minds,
other—things—waiting in the darkness, waiting to take up residency? Move into an abandoned
body before it loses its viability?

Wheat are you trying to say, old serpent?
That reality is not a one-way street. That, if there are spirits that grow ancient and strong in
the cold and darkness, might not other souls grow great and powerful in the nurturing light?

Voivode and Poet, Vladimir? What would you know about the light?
You are young, Csejthe. Come back and prattle your philosophies to me when you have the



experience of five centuries.

"Some of usdo terriblethings" Smirl mused. "And we suffer terrible thingsto be doneto us. All
because undeath seems better than degth find and irrevocable.”

The planetilted, making aleisurely turn in the dark emptiness. "We're here," he said. And looked a
me

Pay attention, my dear Christopher: the game is about to be taken to a new level.

Smirl looked away. Looked back a me. There was something in his eyes—something | wasn't surel
liked. "May | ask you a persond question?"' he asked.

"l guess0."

"What would make you happy?'

| stared at him. "Happy?"

"Happy. Assuming you successfully eliminate Kadeth Bey and survive the process.”

| hadn't redlly thought much about happiness, lately. "Peace on earth,” | tried, "goodwill toward men
and women."

He grimaced.

"L oose shoes, asignificant relationship, and a comfortable bed?"
"Serioudy.”

"Sarioudy?’

He nodded.

"I don't know." | did know. | wanted my life back. | wanted to erase this past year.
"Y ou want your life back," he said.

"What would be the point of wishing?' My voice sounded steady enough.
"Precisaly. So, beyond that, what do you want? Redigticaly?"

"Control."

"Control ?*

"Of my life. What's|eft of it, anyway. Since that day in the barn, I've been adupe or apawn or a
trophy for somebody or something. | want to be left alone." Bassarab's words came back to me: serve
or be served.

Smirl shook hishead. "Y ou gottaknow that's as unlikely asthefirst. Evenif you were just another
ordinary vampire, they wouldn't dlow you to run rogue.”

Just another ordinary vampire. . ..

"So, thepoint is," he continued, "which demesne are you going to be happiest with?"

The cat stirred in my lap, cocked its head, and regarded Smirl warily.

"Given the stuation with New Y ork, I'm sure you don't want to even consider one of their offers.
And nothing againgt our dliesin Sesttle, but the message I'm getting hereisthat they're cramping your
dyle™

The cat made arumbling sound in her throat. It wasn't apurr.

"Now, Chicago, on the other hand, has enough territory and opportunities that a man of your needs
and resources—"

The cat hissed and Smirl seemed to suddenly remember its presence. "Anyway," he mumbled, "the
Doman of Chicago has authorized meto offer you an invitation and,” he eyed the cat warily, "it wouldn't
befair to you to not enumerate dl of your options." He cleared histhroat. "That's al. Y ou make up your
owvnmind."

The darkness was suddenly perforated by adouble row of runway lights below us.



"Gone" Lupésad.

"Gone" | said.

"But not far.”

"Not far," | said.

"Apparently they were using the old hospita complex for adaynest.”

"What? The remains of the old Mount Horeb Hospita out by Atkinson Road?"

Lupé nodded. "They vacated early, last night. Headed south. | think they've retreated to
Weir—possibly to Bassarab'sfarm. | didn't want to get too close: the terrain is so open out there, they'd
likely see me coming long before | could get aglimpse of them.”

| nodded. Y awned. Glanced at my watch: alittle less than two hours before sunrise. "Okay. | gotta
get some deep and | imagine you do, too. Let's get an early sart thisevening and I'll have moreto tell
you then."

As| shifted my weight on the bed, my canvas vaise toppled over and spilled three old wine bottles
that had been recorked and then stoppered with wax.

"Not more holy water," Mooncloud said as | righted the bottles, checked the sealsfor lesks, and
returned them to the bag.

"Not," | agreed. | handed her the Satterfield's copy of the Scroll of Thoth. ™Y ou once told me that
this contains Words of Power—your caps. What does that mean?”

She unrolled the papyrus and considered the writing. Then she looked at me. "If you're looking to
bring your wife and daughter back—"

"Will it bring the dead back to life? Y es or no, Doctor?

"I'd rether discussthe ramifications—"

"No ramifications. No mord issues. As| said last night, we are past such philosophical meanderings.
Before | takethis plan, this crusade, astep further, | need to know what will and will not work. The road
to this point has been littered with half-truths and liesand | will not go forward without knowing the
truth."

"Thetruth," she said. And cleared her throat. "Thetruthis. . . | smply don't know."

| waited.

"Y es, there are Words of Power here. And, yes, change would likely be wrought upon dead tissue
were these words invoked. But what kind of change?"

"So these are the words which Thoth spoke to raise Osiris from the dead?

"Maybe. Probably. Who knows? Y es, there is power here. Asashaman | can tell you that powers
invoked are designed to return a dead body to some semblance of the living Sate. But | can't tell you
anything regarding the degree or qudity." She reached out and grasped my arm. "And even should the
body grow warm and its heart begin to beat once more, | can't tell you that the forces invoked by these
words could accomplish the rest: could seek out that soul which had departed and return it to its former
shell. | can't tell you that. No one can.”

| reised my hand. "It isenough if you promise me that you can read the words and make dead flesh a
living body once again.”

She looked down. "1 don't know that | can promisethat.”

"Y ou don't know that you can? Or only that you will 7" | reached out and cupped her chin with my

hand. Raised her face and studied her moist eyes. "Tq)," | said gently, "I need your trugt in this. Trust me
thet | will do theright thing with this™"

"Then trust me, too," she answered. "Tell me your plan so | can best help you.”



| looked away. "l can't.”

She caught my chin with her hand, turned my face back to hers. "Can'," she asked pointedly, "or
wont?'

"Both, actualy,” | said. "1 won't because we are plotting againgt creatures that are inherently
telepathic. They have been one step ahead of us throughout this entire pursuit. The more each of you
knows about thefind plan, the greater the likelihood that a stray thought will be overheard. The greater
the chance someonewill unwittingly betray dl of us™"

And | "couldn't" because | ill had to arrange abetrayd.

"Ohl Amon Ra," moaned avoice in the darkness.

"Oh!" echoed the sepulchral sound.

"God of Gods," it Sghed in the blackness.

"Desth isbut the doorway to new life," the voice intoned, seeming to come from the earth itsdlf.
"Welivetoday. . .." Thehar on the back of my own neck was starting to rise. "We shdl live again. .

Cold, clammy hands clutched a me and—

| awoke to the sound of thunder and the rattle of rain against my motel room window. | rolled over
and pulled my watch from the nightstand: 1:22 p.m. Outside it was dark.

| closed my eyes but deep would not come. Perhaps | was feeling alittle ambivaent about putting
out the welcome mat.

| got up and began dressing. The cat merrowed from the foot of the bed and | found myself the
object of itsunblinking stare.

"What are you looking at?'
The cat merrowed again.

"I'm going out to the lobby for apaper.” | pulled on apair of chegp running shoes and Velcroed them
snugly. "Don't wait up,” | said, going to the door and paming my room key. "And don't use my
toothbrush whileI'm gone.”

Locking the door behind me, | moved down the hallway, thinking furioudy. Firdt, | needed ataxi: the
Chevy van wastoo hot to be driving about in broad daylight—even if it wasn't exactly daylight, now.
Which waswhy | was going out, now. Which waswhy | needed an umbrdla, firs.

And then ataxi.

The motel lobby was devoid of pay or courtesy phones. | turned to the desk clerk, aplump,
middle-aged woman with agreying beehive hairdo. She was lowering the recelver back into the cradle of
the multiline at the back of the counter. "1 was going to call acab for you," she said, "but there's dready
onewaiting outsde."

Sure enough, ataxi crouched just beyond the glass door wrapped in gauzy curtains of rain. | looked
around the lobby but no one else wasin sght. | wondered how soon the real fare would show up and if
they'd be inclined to share. Unless things had substantialy changed since my departure, there was only
one taxicab servicing Pittsburg and Frontenac combined.

| looked back at the desk clerk. 1 still need an umbrella, | thought.

"Here," she said, reaching under the counter, "you'll be needing an umbrella.”

Interesting: unconscious domination coupled with telepathy. That thought was chased from my
mind as | took the umbrellaand moved toward the door. There was something el se, now—something

likeaninvisbleforce, an airy riptide that pulled metoward the hunched vehicle. Asif the car werea
domédit magnet and | wasan iron filing with legs.



Getin.

The thought reverberated in my mind, but it didn't originate there.
Get in. Takearide.

Why the hdl not?

| opened the umbrellaand pushed out into the rain. As| opened the back door of the cab a sodden
brown mass of fur splashed past my feet and catapulted into the backseat. Twin tails attempted to wring
each other dry.

"Hey," said the cabbie as| did in next to the cat, "no animalswithout acarrier!”

"Don't mind the cat,” | said, trying to reclose the umbrellaand the passenger door smultaneoudly.

"I don't mind the cat,” the driver said.

"Shewon't be any trouble." | hoped.

"Won't be any trouble,” the driver said.

The cat seemed oblivious to the exchange, giving dl her attention over to grooming her waterlogged
fur.

"Servesyouright,” | said. "Y ou should've stayed in the room.”

"| should've stayed in the room," the driver said. The cab lurched forward and made a U-turn into the
heart of the storm.

Chapter Twenty-One

Atkinson Road ran a portion of the boundary line that separated northernmost Pittsburg from
southernmost Frontenac. There, girdled by three vacant lots, apond, and a building that once served as
the old student nurses dormitory, stood the vacant shell of the origina Mount Horeb Hospitd. It was
abandoned and bricked up when the "new" hospital had opened on the south side of town some decades
past.

Although | gave no destination, offered no directions, the cab pulled over onto the muddy, rutted
path that parted the weeds between us and the ancient, three-story brick edifice. Vacant-eyed, he
haf-turned in his seet. " Jeez, migter," he asked through dack lips, "you sure you wannago here?'

| looked up at the weathered brick walls. Unlike the old Tremont Hotel, these windows had long
outlived their plywood barriers and had finally been mortared shut. And now the mortar was crumbling
with age. | thought about the labyrinth of rooms and corridors and operating theatersinsde that had been
evacuated before | was even born.

And so Childe Roland to the dark tower came. . . .

A moment later we were sheltering under my borrowed umbrellaasthetaxi plowed twin trails of
mud initswake. "l ill say you should've stayed in the room," | said asthe cat looked up at me and
merrowed piteoudy. "No, I'm not going to carry you. Y ou chose to come aong on your own, SO you can



just hoof it, the same asme.”

Come. ...

The cat dtiffened, itstailsforming twin exclamation points.

"So, you felt it, too," | murmured.

Comeinsde. Comeout of therain. . ..

The cat yowled and took off after thecablike. .. wdl . .. acat out of hell.

"Wuss," | said asit stresked off, abrown blur melting into the grey mists behind me.

Come.. ..

"Okay, okay; keep your capeon.” | turned back toward the old hospital complex and began picking
my way through aminefield of mud puddles.

A mental voice has no tone or timbre in the way that speech does when produced from human vocal
chords. Even 0, there was no mistaking the signature of this summoning: Elizabeth Bachman was putting
out the welcome mat.

| could turn back even now. At least that'swhat | wastelling mysalf. The possibility remained that
any willpower | fdt wasanilluson itsdf.
But | moved toward the daynest. The plan was not complete: even now it might go one of three

ways. Within the hour the final course would be set and the plan locked in. The important thing wasto
not die prematurdy: | had to rescue what remained of my wife and daughter, firgt.

And then al betswere off.

Climb . . . camethethought as | reached the side of the building.

Of course. With the windows and doors mortared shuit. . . . | laid the umbrella on the ground. Then |
thrust my fingertips into the dotted spaces between the bricks over my head. Red chips and grey powder
sfted down as| pulled mysdf up. Bricks fractured and mortar crumbled as each new handhold pitted
transformed flesh againgt ancient masonry. | scaled the three stories effortlesdy, like ahuman fly. Or bat.
Or something. . ..

Once on the roof the way in was obvious. an access hatch jutted from the flat, tarpapered surface
and had been capped with ametd trapdoor. Superhuman strength had wrenched the cover free of its
latching mechanism and curled it backward like so much tin foil. No attempt had been made to bend the
metal back into a semblance of its origind shape: areminder that these people were careless and doppy.

But sl dangerous.
Comedown. ..comeinsde.. ..

| started across the roof but never madeit to the trapdoor. The tar paper sagged benesth my feet
and tore like soggy cardboard. | fell ten feet, passing through the remains of a secondary ceiling and
landing on a sodden mass of debris on the floor of the third story. The room was empty savefor the
rusted, skeletal remains of an old metal bed frame. | siood up and allowed the dribbling waterfal that
followed me down from the roof to wash the grit and detritus from my aready rain-drenched clothing.

"Chrigtopher. .. ."

| scrambled down off of the mound of trash and stumbled to the door.

"Chrigtopher. . . ." No mindspeech, now, but an actual voice drifting up from the depths below.

My night vision was compensating for the narrow cone of uncertain light filtering down from the hole
inthe ceiling and roof. But, as| moved out into the hall and approached the stairway, the visud greyscae
faded to near-black. For the moment, there was only my own, cool er-than-human body heet to provide
illumination in the infrared spectrum. The only other source of light was an occasiond crack or chink in
the mortar of the outer walls and rain-swollen clouds had aready turned day into the equivaent of night.

"Fie, foh, fum,” | whispered, and groped my way down the stairs. My feet shuffled through patches
of loose debris, fdlen plagter, and calling tiles. And what felt like the desiccated remains of small



animals—perhaps birds, perhapsrats. . . .

Asl| reached thefirst floor | could see afaint gleam of light another level below. | completed the turn
with my hand firmly coupled to the bannister railing and stepped down into the depths. Now | was
descending into the basement, below the surface of the earth. Though avague promise of illumination
flickered somewhere below, | felt the darkness pressing in more forcefully now.

| reached the bottom of the stairs and stumbled as my foot sought another step down where no more
sepsremained. To my left the darkness was cleft by a shimmering thread of gold, athread which
trembled, then exploded with ametalic groan into supernova brilliance. There was no timeto shield my
eyes. | was dazzled into temporary blindness.

My hands remained outstretched before me asif to ward off the light and the vague shapes that
moved within its painful depths. Unseen fingers curled around mine. | was pulled toward the light.

| did not resist: | could not fight what | could not see, and more importantly, | had cometo cut a
dedl.

To arange abetrayal.
And when the blinding glare had findly diminished, shattered, and fled back to the hundreds of

candlewicks that crowned the waxen obdlisks scattered about the old boiler room, | looked into the
scarred face of Elizabeth Bachman and made my mouth smile.

A wooden ruler, broken in two, and held so that both pieces intersected to suggest a Christian
symbol—the triumph of light over darkness.

The potency of belief.

Cool, dry wood, fleetingly touched to the skin and yet the ruin of her face could not have been
equaled by burning firebrandsin that same amount of time.

The wound began at the left corner of her mouth and angled just beyond the edge of her eye, where
it madeinroadsinto the hair at her temple. Bisecting thiswas another trenched burn that continued on the
perpendicular and on down toward her neck. And it wasn't the wealed scar tissue in shiny hues of white,
pink, purple, or grey. It was black. Charred flesh that refused even the semblance of aheding. There
was no half-hearted, plastic compromise of cicatrix here nor even the more severe keloid deformity that
one would expect as the aftermath of a severe burn. Just ahideous crucifix of blackened flesh scooped
from the Sde of her face asif seared by intense heat only moments before.

And, like thewound, itsdf, the pain hadn't diminished with the passage of time. She tegtered on the
brink of madnesswith the unrelieved agony of it.

Undead flesh did not hed likeliving tissue; it required infusions of living blood to regenerate and knit.
Y et the blood she had taken since | had branded her had failed to erase the mark or lessen her pain.

The potency of belief. . . .

Elizabeth Bachman now believed she could only be hedled by the blood of the one who had
wounded her. By the blood of one who was neither living nor dead. Nor undead. By the same blood that
transcended such ditinctions.

Blood, she believed, that must be offered willingly.
Not that she wouldn't try to takeit by force, | believed, if it was denied her.

"So | haveabargaining chip,” | said, as my own superhuman hearing picked up the sound of feet
shuffling down the stairs behind us. Deed fest.

"A bargain?' Her mouth twisted and spasmed. "Y ou did thisto me and you spesk of bargaind Y ou
owe me!" she screeched.

A jittery madness seemed to fog the air and | felt my composure dip a couple of notches. "Owe
you?' | inquired softly. "I think not.



"The Doman of Seattle may owe you: repayment for your betrayd. What do | owe you? Repayment
for violating my family's graves? For working unnaturd sorcerieswith their remains? Tormenting me with
fdse hope?' My own voice was growing shrill. "Tell mewhat | owe you for that. For stalking and hunting
me, driving me from my home, and preferring me dead if | did not aly mysdlf to New Y ork?!

"I wasyour friend!" she protested, trembling. "If | served the Doman of New Y ork instead of
Pageovitch, that was no concern of yours. Y ou, yourself, said that you owed him no alegiance. And
during that time | was looking out for your best interests—"

"I look out for my best interests!” | snarled. "My mistake was ever in |etting anyone decide anything
for me. Well, no longer! | have learned to put my faith in no alegiance and you, among my many
teachers, have tutored me best!

"But—" | hauled mysdf back from the edge of high melodrama"—I will bargain with you so that we
both might have what we want," | concluded in amore reasonable voice.

She stared a me, her body quivering like the plucked string of amusical instrument.
"Y our terms?" she whispered.

"Firgt, call off your lackeys. | heard them on the stairs afew moments ago and | know that they have
just come through the door behind me. If they take another step toward me, | shal leave this place and
your bargainisflown.”

Her eyes narrowed. "1 summoned you here. | could summon you again.”

| picked up afat candle and hurled it a her. "I heard your cdl, and | came of my own free will
because | wish to make you an offer. Of my own free will. That'sthe power in my blood. But if you
continue to annoy me, | will be done with you and take my businessto otherswho will treat mewith

respect.”
She hegitated.
Call them off! my mind thundered.

She was visibly shaken. She gestured and | felt those behind me back out into the corridor. ™Y ou
have changed.”

"Y ou don't know how much."

"What do you want?"

"WhereisKadeth Bey? Whereisthe Egyptian sorcerer?
"Not here."

"Where?'

"Why should | tell you?" she growled. But | had aready plucked the answer from her mind: In Wair,
lying in the ground beneath Bassarab's barn. Sowly regenerating his shriveled flesh and laying darker
plansfor thefuture. . . .

Some twenty minutes to the southwest by car.

"l don't want him eavesdropping on this conversation. So, I'll tell you what | want." | turned and
pointed at the grotesque forms of my wife and daughter adrift in the darkness just beyond the doorway.
"I want them. | want them put to rest eterndlly.” | turned back to face Bachman before their gppearance
could unnerve me. "And | want Kadeth Bey."

"Y ou want Bey? Why?'

"So that once they arelaid to rest, he can never disturb them again.”

She shook her head dowly. "My Doman would never—"

"To hell with your Doman! He can't hea you or you wouldn't be suffering now! | can,” | sad
harshly. " So think about that but don't take too long! What does New Y ork care about Kadeth Bey?
He's dangerous, barely under your control, and he's messy. The only reason you suffer hisexistenceisto
serve as your hunting hound in tracking Dracula.”



"Then you understand why | cannot bargain the Doman's best hope in running the Dark Prince to
ground.”

"Il giveyou Dracula," | said.

"What? How?"

| smiled apainful smile. "Y ou didn't originate the role of Judas, my dear. What makes you think you
have amonopoly onit, now?"'

"Y ou'd give him to us? But we thought—"

"| told you that | have no allegiances,” | said. "None. It'struethat | have found those | travel with
useful for atime. But that timeisdl but done. And Dracula? He's the reason my family islost to me and
I'm trapped between the living and the dead.”

Bachman's eyes clouded as she weighed her choices.

"Hereismy bargain," | continued. "1 will give you the Prince of Wdachia. Then you will no longer
need Bey. Lay my family to rest and | will bring you Dracula. Do with him asyou will and then destroy
Bey. And | will be content.”

Her face became atwisted mask of cunning. "Y ou say you do not trust me. How do you know | will
keep my part of the bargain and destroy the sorcerer once you have ddlivered the voivode into our
hands?'

"Because when the deeds are done—and only after | know that Bey is utterly destroyed—I will give
you whéat you want."

"Your blood," she whispered. And licked her lips. "How much?"
"Asmuch asyou require.”

Theright Sde of her mouth turned down. The distorted flesh of her face kept the left corner of her
mouth twisted upwards in a contorted grimace. "Like you, | am not so trusting of bargainswhere | have
no guarantees. What is my guarantee that you will give me of your blood once Bey is destroyed?”

"Hey, babe; you said the blood should be given willingly. Y ou gotta exhibit some trust a some point.”
"NiceKkitty," croaked avoice from behind me.

| turned and saw Kirgten's small form emerging from the darkness by the stairswith her arms
wrapped around acat. A sable brown cat with two tails. The cat struggled in her embrace, but Kirsten's
child-sized arms held it with more than human strength. A brown paw reached up and claws raked her
throat. Three of the scratches, though deep, didn't bleed. Something oozed from the fourth claw mark,
but then retracted after abrief inspection of its surroundings.

"Why, Chris," Bachman cooed, "dl thistak of bargains and trus—and then you bring this creature
aongto spy onus?'

My mouth was suddenly dry as | looked back at her. "It followed me."

"Well, we can't very well have it going back and telling the others about our little bargain, can we?!
She gestured and Jennifer—or, rather, the thing that till wore Jenny's form—aextracted the cat from
Kirsten's embrace and carried the hissing and spitting anima toward us. | stepped back asit was handed
to Bachman.

The cat went il in her grasp assheraised it at arm'slength. "My, my, my; what anaughty little
pussy! Yes, you are! Yes, you are!” With inhuman speed she shifted her grasp so that one hand had the
animd by the neck and the other closed around the base of both tails. Then she brought her knee up and
the anima down in swift and smultaneous mations. There was an audible crunch and the cat fell to the
floor like adead thing.

Only it wasn't quite dead. Eyes glazed, it pawed feebly at the floor with its front paws and coughed
blood from its nose and mouth. Itstorso was bent at an unnatural angle and its hind legs flopped like
bonelessthings, nearly indistinguishable from its twin tails. Bachman had broken the anima's back.



The cat twitched and shuddered and then stopped moving, its eyesfocused on eternity ina
haf-lidded sare.

"It'sdead,” Kirgten ragped. "Can | play with it now?"

"She's not dead,” Bachman said. "At least not yet. She'salot harder to kill than that.” The vampire
gave me an gppraiang look. "1 must say, you're acooler customer than | thought. Back at Pagelovitch's
castle | believed—but then | guessyour bargain istherea thing, no? Y ou redlly do have no alegiances,
doyou?'

| looked down at the twitching form of the broken cat and tried to hide the anger and the horror |

felt. What | needed to accomplish here was far more important than the suffering of some dumb beast.
Andyet. . .

"Wannaplay, wannaplay,” the Kirgen-thing was whining. "Hungry, Mama. Huunnngrrry!"
"I must confess,” | said suddenly, "that | am not without some affection for the creature. And when
thisisdoneand | leave the others, | had thought. . ." What had | thought? | had to say something

convincing before Bachman turned it over to the demon child that ranted benind me. " . . . to take her
withme. To keep her asapet. .. ." My voicetrailed off at the expression on Bachman'sface.

"Judas wept, Chris! Y our ambition knows no bounds!™ She shook her head. "When thisis done,
come back with meto New Y ork, and our Doman will give you adozen like her.”

"Perhaps. Perhaps| will cometo New Y ork when thisisal over. | would very much like to meet
your Doman."

"And she would like to meet you," Bachman said, her lipstwigting in the travesty of aamile.

"But before we lay any plans regarding future relationships, let's seeif we can work things out in the
here and now." The Kirgten-thing was edging closer, and | moved between her and the cat. "Y ou wanted
your guarantee, SO how about this: when | have given you Draculaand you have given me Bey's
destruction, then | will offer you the blood you need in exchange for—" | was about to say "the cat” but
something whispered in my mind that | mustn't "—her."

Bachman looked dubious. "I think she will hate you for what you do here, tonight. | think shewould
rather die

"Y ou let me worry about that. Now, where shal we make the exchange?'
"Why not here?'

| looked around. "When?"

"How soon can you deliver Bassarab in atractable state?"

"How soon can you dig up Bey and be ready to pull his plug?*

She stared at meand | could fed menta fingertips scrabbling at the latches of my skull.
"Tomorrow night,” shesaid findly.

| shook my head. ™Y ou want Bassarab tractable? It has to be during the day.”
"Daylight gives your Sdethe advantage.”

"It just be thetwo of us. The otherswill beleft out of it."

"And how will you accomplish thet?'

My smile had no humor behind it. "I'm running the show now. Not everyone knows that, yet, but they
will by tonight." A thought occurred and my smile turned into afrown. "There may be aproblem getting
Bassarab's coffin up and onto the roof."

"Thereisanother way in." Bachman picked up acandle from one of the dusty workbenches and
motioned for meto follow. "Thereis an underground service tunnel," she said as | stepped carefully
around the twitching cat. "It connects the basement with the remains of the old physica plant to the
northeast.” A row of boards, slanding on end, leaned againgt the far wall. Bachman pulled them asideto
reveal a stone-flagged arch compassing a closer darkness that stank of mold and cobwebs and sour



earth. "There'saladder at the other end that goes up and comes out where the generators used to be. An
old sheet of plywood camouflages the opening and kegpsthe rain out.”

"What's the distance?"

"From here to the other end? Maybe thirty or forty yards. Perhaps you should ask Kirsten: she
spends hours back inthere. It's her favorite place." Her smile turned into a scowl as she looked back
over my shoulder. "Get back!" she shrieked. "Get away from her!"

| turned and saw the Kirsten-thing and Jenny-thing step back from where the cat laid.

"Go through the service tunnel," she ordered. "There are plenty of fat, juicy ratsthere. Hunt until you
arefull and do not return until 1 call for you." We moved to let them pass and she turned back to me.
"Shdl | cdl the cab for you?'

"No, thanks," | said, "I'll flag down my own ride back."

She reached out and touched my throat, did her finger down my chest. "1 till want to be your friend,
Chris. And | will be pretty again, soon." | stepped back so that her hand fell away. "And | will bevery
graeful for the hedling of your blood. Certainly more grateful than shewill be," Bachman said, gesturing
toward the cat.

| turned toward the stairs—as far as the service tunnel was concerned, two was company and |
wasn't about to turn it into acrowd. As| moved to step carefully around the cat, the universe suddenly
did a corner-turn on its axis and everything was suddenly changed. . . .

The puddle of blood had grown and so had the body. Suki lay, twisted on her side, eyes glazed,
blood leaking from her mouth and nose. She twitched. But only the upper half of her body moved.

How long | stood there, | could not tell. It was Bachman's voice that broke the spell, reminding me of
where | was, that moments were passing. "Chris?' Her voice was touched with amusement and surprise.
"Chris? Oh my. Y ou didn't know, did you? Y ou redly didn't know!" Shelaughed. "Oh, this makes me
fed much better about our bargain! For awhile | thought you might be keeping secrets from me. But you,
poor baby, you are the one who's ill in the dark.”

| turned, wanting to do terrible things, but icy will managed afeeble grip on my sanity and held its
ground. "The bargain ill holds, Elizabeth."

"Now that you know, darling, wouldn't you rather | remove this complication from the equation?”

| pointed afinger of stone at her. "The bargain ill holds. Sheisyour guarantee of the blood given
willingly." And then | turned and ran for the gairs.

My control held through the long ascent to the roof and my skittering descent of the outsde wall.
Splashing through puddles and mud mired weeds, | was nearly across the field and back to Atkinson
Road when | findly fdll to my knees and began to vomit.

Chapter Twenty-Two

Perhaps there was a God.



And maybe He did answer prayer: the sun was sarting to break through the clouds as | sent my ride
on hisway with no memory of hishitchhiker. | glanced at my watch: 4:11—maybe another threeand a
half hours before sundown. Nearly four hours before Bachman could leave her daynest and driveto Weir
to collect Kadeth Bey.

It was aboon and blessing, but it might not be enough. | had to trust that Bachman would take her
two creatures with her rather than trust them adone with Suki. And | had to hope my basic plan would
tolerate someimprovisations as | went aong. There was sill much to do, and | wastoo tired and thirsty
tothink clearly.

Smirl's eyes were muddy from lack of degp and the mental compulsion to meet me as he opened the
door and let meinto hisroom.

"How much C-4 can we remove from the vest and till guarantee Bey's destruction?" | asked as he
closed the door behind me.

"Proximity?' He pulled the vaise from the closet and sat on the bed.
"Same asbefore: fivefeet or less”

"Close enough to shake hands.”

| nodded. Or take him by the throat.

"If he were human, acouple of bricks would be more than enough.”
"But he'snot,” | said. "Weve been over thisbefore.”

"And | told you that you could use athird of what'swired into that vest and there till wouldn't be
enough remainsfor DNA testing.”

"I need to be sure, Dennis: | don't want him coming back after this." | considered. "Y ou said the
remote had two circuits. Do you have a second detonator? And the material to arm a second charge?"

"Yes. But the only plagtique | haveiswhat isaready wired in the vest."

"Half," | decided. "Y ou said athird would be more than sufficient for taking out Bey. So take half
from the vest and prepare a second circuit.”

"I may need morewire. What kind of a charge do you want and how long before you need it?"
"Four hours," | said. "It'sgot to beready in four hours.”

Going back to my own room was like entering afairy tae—specifically, "Goldilocks and the Three
Bears"

Someone was deeping in my bed.

Well, not deeping exactly. And it wasn't Goldilocks.

"Where have you been?' Lupé asked, bare shoulders emerging from under the covers.
"I've been to London to look at the queen.”

A dow smile spread across her mouth. "Pussycat, pussycat, what did you there?!

"I hunted the rat that hides under her chair.”

"Redlly?' she asked, sitting up. The covers drooped and | was treated to the sight of more than bare
shoulders. "Y ou found her? Where? She returned to the daynest”?”

| hesitated. L ocked the door. And then nodded. "Don't!" | said sharply as she started to move. "Go
there now and you might—I say might—have a chance at Bachman. But not much of achance and
Kadeth Bey will escape usfor good. Give me tweve hours. By sunrise tomorrow morning, everything
and everyone should come together. Please. That way we can both take our revenge. Trust me."

"l do," shesaid, eyesglistening, "I trust you more than anyone | know."

Her words and the look in her eyes brought back Mooncloud's warning of afew days before: She
has no one, now, Chris. Human companionship is out of the question. To her undead masters sheis



nothing more than a subservient species. And if shetried to rejoin her own kind, the taint of the Nosferatu
would cling to her like ashroud.

And what about me? Was| redly human anymore? The societies of Pagelovitch and the other
demesnes were anathemato me, aswell, so weren't we redlly two of akind?

"What are you doing in my bed?'
"Waiting for you."
"Why?" | fdt mysdf on amentad tightrope, trying to stay focused on the equation of betraya and

revenge | had set in motion thisday. | wastired, thirsty, and my head throbbed from the glow of sunlight
that was leaking around the motel room curtains.

"Y ou know why. Why do you pretend to ask?"
| didn't need any additiond distractions: the next several hourswere going to be complicated enough.

"Or maybe | waswrong," she continued. "'l thought you—that maybe we—" She looked down
suddenly. "What am [," she whispered, "to you?"

"Anadly," | sad."A friend. .. ." A chesspiece?
"Am | woman, aswell? Or am | somekind of cresture—athing—that looks like awoman?'

You liketo do it doggie-style, Chris? You like animals? But the memory of Jenny'sydlow,
predatory gaze faded as| looked at L upé and saw the moisture brimming below her warm brown eyes.

"No," | said. "You're not athing. Y ou're not acresture. Y ou are the most human person I've known
since my wife and daughter died.”

"Then, isthat the problem?Y our wife? Y oure il inlove with your wife."

"My wife," | said harshly, "is dead. She has been dead for more than ayear. The past is dead and
buried." My lips curled asthose last words escaped my mouth. "Dead, anyway. And after tomorrow—I
hope—permanently buried.”

"But you're thinking of trying to bring her back. The Scrall of Thoth—"

"Even supposing it were possible—something has taken their place. | don't know that they could
come back now. And if they could—" my voice suddenly broke "—I don't know if they should.”

Shewas out of the bed, then, and taking me by the hands, leading me back to it. She sat on the edge
of the mattress and began unbuttoning my shirt. " ou'retired.”

"Y%"
"Yourethirgy."
"Yes...."

"Too much todo,” shesaid. "Too many thoughts of death.” The belt wasnext. "Let it dl go for afew
hours. Rest.”

| felt numb and detached, but not totally passive; | stepped out of my pants and shoes, undressed the
rest of the way and moved onto the bed as she did over to make room. "Three hours," | mumbled.
"Weakemeat sunset. . . ." | closed my eyes.

| fet her roll over on her Sde, fet dim fingersat my temples pushing at the tenson that had
accumulated there over thelong hours, days, weeks.

"You'll need strength for tonight," she whispered.
"Mmm," | said. And promptly fell adeep.

"Oh!" moansavoicein the darkness.
"Amon Ra," it Sghsin the blackness.
"Oh!" echoes the sepulchral sound.



"God of Gods," the voice intones, booming in the tomblike tillness.

"Degth is but the doorway to new life. .. ." The hair on the back of my neck sartstorise.
"Welivetoday. . . ."

The power beginsto gather.

"...wegndlliveagan...."

Death hissesat me—

"...inmany formsshdl wereturn. . . ."

Reachesfor me—

"Oh, mighty one. . ."

Thereisa sound of thunder and raw earth fills my mouth as| try to scream—
Awake—

"Shhh." Slender hands caressed my face, stroked my forehead. " Shhhh.”

| opened my eyes and looked at Lupé. She kndlt, straddling me. The room had grown darker and
infrared overlay of my night vison made her appear to glow, golden brown skin seemingly lit from within.
My vision clarified as deep receded and | could see thetiny hairsthat fuzzed her arms and legs and belly
and coaesced into adowny trail that led southward from the dark pit of her navel.

Then | saw the knife. Shelifted the golden blade, saying, "Thisismy body." She opened aveinin her
arm. "Thisismy blood. . . ." Sheleaned down and pressed the wound to my lips, pressed her fleshto
mine

Wefilled one ancther.

Oht!
In the dream | am running at tremendous speeds.
AmonRa. ...

| am ahuman expresstrain barreling through akaeidoscopic wind tunnd of lights and sounds and
amells—especidly smelld A profusion of scents batters my nogtrils, ricochets through my sinuses,
explodesinsde my skull.

Oh!

It isdigtraction to the point of disorientation and | do not notice the sounds at my back until | have
been running for quite sometime. The sound of wolves, howling. Gathering.

Hunting.

Pursuing.

God of gods. . . .

My feet areinvisible, therolling ground isablur benesth me. New awareness: | am running uphill.
And the ground seems nearer my face than it should! Behind me the howlsrisein an unholy chorus.

Death is but the doorway to new life. . . .

And death waits ahead, up thetrail. Bassarab rises from ajumble of rocks. Spreads his cape with his
amslikeagiant bat flexing itswings. "So!" he says. "Y ou have broken the Law! Y ou have defied the
Covenant! Even after my warnings. . . ." He gazes down a me like astern falcon: disapprova before the
kill.

"Now you must run!"

Welivetoday. . . .

"Until today you were the secret they coveted, a prize to be won. But now you are become the
secret that the vampire lords must keep hidden from even their own kind. A secret they must destroy to



keep to themsdves." He hunchesin upon himsdif.
...weghdl liveagain. ...

"So you must runin earnest, now," he growls, changing. His skin bursts open in silent explosions of
dark fur. Hisface lengthens and his mouth sprouts twin rows of triangular teeth. He fallsforward and his
limbs shorten to bring him forward and pardld to the hardscrabble ground.

Now hisheight matchesmine.
| look down and consider my forelegs. Lift a paw and examine the tufts of fur between my toe pads.
...inmany forms shdl wereturn. . ..

"Now, run, little one! For the blood-bond, | will show you where and how you may hide. But it must
be your cunning that bregksthetrail from your pursuers!”

Oh, mighty ore. . . .

Heleapsforward and | follow quickly. The sound of the pack at our backs raises hackles of fur from
my shouldersto my tail. . ..

* * %
| had fallen adeep in Lupé€sarms. | woke up, not on the bed but crouched on the floor of another
room. Bassarab stood over me, his expression unreadable.
"What happened? Wheream 17"
"My room," he said, handing me a blanket to cover mysdlf with.
"How did | get here?!
"Y ou traveled the path of your dream.”

"l waswaking in my deep?’ Thethought of involuntary deepwalking was bad enough. Wandering
about the corridors of apublic motel, starkers, worse.

"You did not walk. Y ou cane asthe mist."

"Missed?' | was dill inafog. "Wait aminute. What are you teling me, here? That | camein likethe
fog?On little cat feet?'

"In amanner of spesking.”

"Redly? Y ou're saying | turned into abunch of misg—Iike in the movies—and flowed under the
doors?'

"No." He sat on the bed and looked tired. "I'm not saying that."

"So what are you saying?"' | stood, wrapping the blanket about me Indian-style. "Are we taking
teleportation, here? Telekinesis? Stuff like that?”

He nodded—rd uctantly, | thought. " Something like that."

| gave alow whistle. "How come nobody told me that thiswas part of the process?'
"Becauseit isn't. Part of 'the process,’ that is. It only happensto a select few."
"How?"

Hejust looked a me.

"Lupéshblood,” | answered for him. "When you first reveded yourself, you told us that the blood of
the wampyr and the lycanthrope must never mingle. That it was the law and the penalty for breaking that
law was death.”

No response beyond the single nod of his head.

| shook my head inturn. "It can't bethat smple. If dl it took wasalittle of her blood to give methis
power, then vampireswould be biting werewolves a every opportunity, law or no law."

"Itisn't that Smple," he agreed.
"Of coursenot; | just said that. So what's the rest of it?”



Bassarab contemplated the worn carpet a hisfeet. After aprotracted silence he sghed and findly
spoke. "The part that should immediately concern you isthis. once the others know that you've acquired
the power of aDoman, they'll see you as an even greater threat. They will hunt you down and destroy
you. Not for the sake of superdtition—but because the law was conceived to keep others from becoming
rivalsto their power. And because you are not fully wampyr, but straddle the worlds of the living and the
undeead, you may be even more powerful than they imagine.”

"But I'm not athreat! | don't want what they havel™

"Look at me!" Bassarab's eyes seemed to smolder deep in hisskull. "1 turned my back on them all.
Bequeathed them nearly al of the wealth and power that | had amassed over the long centuries. Said,
'Here, take it and leave mein peace. In solitude. Were they grateful for my abdication? A larger
seection of the spoils?

"No! They have hunted me and hounded me! The very demesne fathered recruited that corruption
Kadeth Bey. Turned him loose like an unholy hound to sniff out my trail and destroy anything that might
havetiesto me!

"They know | will keep their secret. Most owe their success, their very existence, to me. So what
mercy and consideration do you expect from these undead masters who have decreed the law and its
pendty for dl of their own kind?'

"Onething at atime" | answered him. "If | survivethis night, then I'll worry about tomorrow and next
week and next year."

Histhin lips curled in ahumorless smile. "That is precisely what must not happen,” he said. ™Y ou must
not survivethisnight. . . ."

Nor must you, | thought, matching my smileto his.

| had to walk back to my room with the blanket draped about me like avastly oversized toga: try as
| might, | was unable to return to my room by the so-called dreampath. Bassarab refused to discussthe
matter further. Time was short, he said, and we would continue that particular conversation after Kadeth
Bey was utterly and irrevocably destroyed. If either of ussurvived, that is.

So we discussed the Plan. And before we were done, we not only knew that we would both have to
die, but we aso knew when and how, as well.

The sun was dready down before | could join Smirl in the drainage ditch that ran along Atkinson
Road. The runoff from the storm churned around his boots as he crouched against the angled
embankment and studied the ruins of the old hospital and the field around it through apair of Brunton
infrared binoculars.

"Yourelate" hesaid as| did down into the water beside him. Unlike Smirl, | wore tennis shoes, and
theicy water leeched the feeling from my lower legsin seconds.

"Any movement?'

"They left ten minutes ago.” He capped the field glasses and scrambled up and onto the shoulder of
the road.

| looked down to where my shins disappeared into the roiling water and my jeans were wicking the
water up toward my knees. Then | looked up a Smirl's waterproof Magnums that were aready beading
dry. "How many?"' | grunted, climbing back up to join him. Water dribbled from my laced eyeetsaswe
walked across the road.

"Three. Just asyou said.”
"That should beit, but I'm going ingde to make sure.”
He reached insde his trenchcoat and produced two Tracker headsets, handing me one. "How much



time do we have?'

"Minimum of forty-five minutes,” | said, adjusting the earpiece and microphone arm. "Maybe two
hours at the other end.” | clipped the control box and battery pack to my belt. "Assuming they don't
change their minds on the way over and come back without picking up Bey."

"Thenwed best hurry," Smirl murmured, hisvoice crackling in my earpiece.

| nodded and jammed my fingersinto the old hospital's ancient mortar. | began climbing.

The tunnel would have been easier and my wet tennis shoes made this ascent harder than the last. But
it would have been entirely too logica for Bachman to booby-trap the passage against my premature
return, and the fewer who knew about the back door, the better.

Thistime | managed to crossto the trapdoor without punching any new holesin theroof. | did down
the sted access ladder, unclipped the Sabrelight from my belt, and switched it on. | worked my way
down the stairs, making a cursory sweep of al the rooms on each floor before descending to the next
level. | found nothing of import: trash, broken plaster, and archeologica evidence of furniture from the
premodern era.

The only significant finds were the dead rats.

I'd seen dead mice before: you don't grow up in the country, with a cat, without experiencing a
parade of feline gifts on your doorstep.

But rats are agood dedl larger. And these particular rodents had been gutted so that little remained
but their furry rinds. Some had their heads bitten off; others, their legstorn out. | tried to not speculate
whether that had happened while they were ill dive. About the kind of hungers at work here.

And then | was down in the basement and easing my way into the furnace room.

It was darker now. The myriad candles had burned lower and many had gone out, reduced to
shapel ess puddles of wax, dark smears marking the grave of each wick. The area seemed deserted.
Nothing stirred. No onewasin sight.

Then | heard bresthing.

Gasps, actudly; sharp intakes of breath, followed by explosve exhdations. A sigh. A sob. Soft,
dithery sounds.

| moved to where| had last seen Suki. She was gone. A smeary trail of blood led away from the
areawhere she had been dropped. | followed it. Found her trying to wedge herself beneath one of the
workbenches. She had used the failing strength in her arms and shouldersto pull herself acrossthe
concrete floor, leaving a spoor of blood and displaced debrisin her wake. Now she was propped up on
her forearm and using a piece of scrap lumber in her other hand, trying to push her unresponsive legs
between the heavy wooden supports of the bench and toward the rear wall. Before it disappeared into
the dark, dusty depths, | noticed small, bloody wounds on the back of her left leg.

Bite marks.

Larger than acat's, lacking the e ongated pattern of a canine muzzle.

Smdller than ahuman adult'sbiteradius. . .

"Oh, dear God," | whispered.

Suki stopped pushing and tried to look up. As she twisted around, her eyesrolled up in the back of
her head and she passed out.

| reached down and gently extracted her from benegath the workbench. And then, because there was
no other way and time was running out, | lifted her in my arms. She groaned but didn't wake or stop
breathing. | was counting on her inhuman physiology keeping her dive despite the damage that would
accruein moving her. | turned around and started toward the stairs.

Smirl was standing in the doorway, holding a cordless, eectric drill. "Isthis smart?"

"Smart?' | echoed.



"Removing her as a hostage from the equation,” he said quietly. "Will it put you in astronger
negotiating postion? Or will the others call the whole thing off when they return and find her gone?'

"| can't leave her here.”

He stared a me. "No, | don't suppose you could.” He replaced the drill in the valise and walked
around the room, studying it from the floor up. Findly he sghed and dipped a Glock 19 auto pistol out of
the shoulder holster under his coat. "'If you'll give me afew more minutes, | have somethings | need you
to carry back to the motel for me."

He dipped out of histrenchcoat, folded it negtly, and did it into the valise. Then he sat down and
began tugging at hisleft boot.

It was midnight when | finished the last of my errands and returned to my room. My clothes were tiff
with drying blood and clotted here and there with masonry dust from a bricked-up window | had kicked
out in the back of the old hospital, on thefirst floor. Though | had done afair job of restacking the bricks,
there was no chance they'd pass muster in the light of day. | had to hope that darkness and other
digractions would camouflage my makeshift exit until it wastoo late.

| stripped off my clothes and cranked the hot water in the shower up into the lobster zone. | stood
under the scalding spray until the water heater recycled and the temperature began to drop. My skin
steamed as | toweled off, but insde my chest was a coldness that continued to grow. That felt asif it
would never bewarm again.

| lay on the bed and tried to relax. | couldn'.

| closed my eyes and tried to find my way onto the dreampath. | couldntt.
Thought about Suki and tried to feel reassured about the way | had |€eft her.
| couldn't.

| lay there, asthe hours passed, ignoring Lupé's occasional, tentative knock at my locked door, and
thought about monsters and fear and desath.

Of how my greatest fear was of what | was becoming.
And the madness that seemed to be creeping closer.

"Rise and shine, degpyhead,” Jenny whispered.
| wastired. My eyes didn't want to open.

"Comeon, Chris, it'ssunup.” Her hand grasped my shoulder, shook it. "If you don't get up, you
know what I'll do!" she teased.

"Nooo," | findly moaned. "Y ou're cruel woman. .. ." But | knew | had to get up: | couldn't let her—

My eyes snapped open and | grabbed for her wrist. She wasn't there, of course. | wasaonein an
empty room. Sometime during the wee hours, | had drifted off to deep only to be roused from my
dreams by yet another dream.

| rolled out of bed and began dressing. My tennis shoes were still damp: there was no help for it but
to pull them on over dry socks. | buckled on a Bianchi shoulder rig, but discovered the Dartmaster pistol
didn't 5t the holster properly. | pulled the harness off and rummaged through Smirl's valise for something
more suitable. The best | could come up with was histrenchcoat. A bit loose, but the pockets were large
and servicesble.

| sorted through the hypodermic darts, loading one into the gun, placing two morein my shirt pocket,
and dropping the rest into the | eft coat pocket. Then | shrugged into the coat, hoping Smirl wouldn't
mind, and dropped the Dartmaster and the extra CO, cartridge into the right pocket. Then | clipped the
radio set to my belt and adjusted the headset so that the microphone and earpiece were positioned
properly. The detonator was next, and | used four rubber bandsto hold it snug against my left wrist.



Specid Forces. . . . | amiled grimly. All that training, largely gone to waste these many years. If the
magjor could only see me now. . . .

Last of all, | considered the piece of papyrus on the floor by my bed. | had dropped it therewhen |
had dozed off, trying to memorize the text.

"O! Amon Ra, oh!" | murmured, picking up the paper and folding it into the front pocket of my jeans.
| picked up the pocketed vest, now devoid of haf of itsvolatile adornment. "God of gods. . . ." | picked
up the Sabrelight on the dresser as | crossed the room. | reached down and twisted the doorknob.
"Desth is but the doorway. . . ."

| walked out the door.

Chapter Twenty-Three

| knocked on the door to Bassarab's room just as M ooncloud and Garou rounded the corner and
started down the hallway.

Wren opened it after amoment with an expression of mild surprise. "Too late," he yawned, "he's
aready adeep.”
"Good." | pushed Wren back into the room and crossed the threshold.

"I didntinviteyouin," he said, haf-puzzled, haf-annoyed. His eyes widened when he saw theguniin
my hand. "Hey, there's no need for that."

"I'm afraid thereis," | said, hearing the others pause at the open doorway. "L upé, shut the door.”
| heard them enter behind me and, as the door clicked shut, | pulled the trigger.

"Ow—shit!" he said asthe dart caught him in the shoulder. Garou grabbed my arm as Wren pulled
the projectile out of hisflesh and looked up at me, hisface amask of disbelief.

"Too late." | pulled my arm free and tucked the gun back into my coat pocket. "The tranquilizer is
aready in your bloodstream. It's extremely fagt-acting, I'm told.”

It would seem | wastold correctly: he took a couple of uncertain steps toward me and then seemed
to misplace his equilibrium entirely. He staggered, sank to his knees, and then kedled over onto his|eft
gde

"Y ou probably won't lose consciousness entirely,” | said, picking him up and depositing him on the
bed, "but you won't be able to move about under your own power for the better part of the next hour or
0."

"Areyou mad?' Mooncloud wanted to know.

"What isthe problem, Doctor? It wasn't very long ago that you wanted my alegiancein just such a
betrayd. Now I'm doing your work for you."

"Wha—yoo—wan?' Wren durred, head lolling on the pillow.
"Y our master and | have alittle businessto conduct,” | answered. "He may prove somewhat reluctant



and | would prefer to not have to address your reluctance, aswell. Y ou should spend the next hour
contemplating a career move. | think you're about to become unemployed.”

The packing case that served as Bassarab's daybed was under a blanket and pushed up against the
insdewall, blocking the closet. | yanked the blanket aside and opened the vaise.

"| think it'stimeyou filled usin on therest of your plan,” Mooncloud said, atouch of fear tingeing her
voice.

| shook out the pocketed vest containing the plastique charges. "As | said before, Doctor, the less
you know the safer we dl will be. It'stimeto choose: you can follow my orders, or return to your room

"Wha if | change my mind hdfway through?'

"I can command your obedience," | said, giving her amentd push. "Remember?"

Her mouth tightened. "Tell mewhat to do."

"Pull the shades.”

She did, the room darkened, and Garou switched on alamp in the corner.

"Help me get this open.” They both came over and lifted thelid while | knelt by the midpoint of the
camouflaged coffin.

Just like some Hollywood cliché, Bassarab lay in repose, flat on his back, with hisarmsfolded across
his chest so that his fingertips were pointed toward opposite shoulders. His eyeswere closed, hisfacea
study in hardened wax.

"Now what?" Lupé wanted to know.
"Hep megthimup.”
"What?" they both chorused in shocked whispers.

"Help me st himup!" | tugged on hisarms. At the last minute they joined in and we managed to bend
the old vampire at the waist until we bore a passing resemblance to the historical tableaux on Mount
Suribachi. "Now we have to dressfor success.” | unfolded an arm and did it through the appropriate
opening inthe ved.

"Pretty flexible for adeegping vampire," Garou grunted. "They're usudly pretty rigid when we pop
them during the day." She had to change her grip as| brought the vest around and behind. " Of course,
once the stake goesin, they're total stiffs.”

Mooncloud didn't smile at the pun. "Weve never dedlt with anyone haf asold. And since we stake

them as soon as we open the coffin, we redly don't know how much handling it would take to actually
wakeone."

"Or how much talking," Bassarab said, just as| got his other arm though and pulled the vest closed
across his chest. The vampire's eye were open now, and | dapped the Ve cro closures shut. "What are
you doing, Christopher?"

Mooncloud and Garou, staggered back, clutching their heads; | suffered no persona discomfort. |
held the remote detonator up before his eyes and sent him amental picture of just what he was wearing
and what | would do if he didn't cooperate. Then, for the benefit of Mooncloud and Garou, | explained it
again, out loud.

Hislip curled. "Y ou can't be serious.”
"Onthe contrary,” | replied, "I've never been more seriousinmy life”
"And you'd detonate these explosives, knowing that you will bekilled, aswell?*

"If you'l recal, VIadamir, the origina plan was for meto wear the vest. I've aready died onceand |
figure the odds are against my seeing the sun set this evening. My only concernisthat there are two
peoplel'd like to take with mewhen | go."

"Y ou blame mefor your family'sdeeths," he sad. "Thisisyour revenge.”



"I want Bey," | said. "He's the one who dug them up. He's the one using them now. Y ou're my ticket
to hisdestruction. I'd rather have Bey, but I'll settle for you if you don't cooperate.”

He considered my words and then glanced at Mooncloud and Garou. "Perhaps you are willing to
sacrificeyoursdlf. But am | to believe that you would blow up your friends, too?!

| smiled. "Have you forgotten so quickly? | have no ‘friends.’ Only dlies. Y ou taught methat.” |
turned to Mooncloud and Garou. "What do you say, ladies? Would | blow you up, too?"

Garou's face was coarse with impending change: she nodded dowly. Mooncloud's features were
ashen. "l do believe you would," she murmured.

"So, it'ssettled,” | said, pushing him back down into the long packing crate. "Cooperate and this
might al work out so that we are both rid of Kadeth Bey. Messwith me, and welll dl go find out what
God redlly lookslike."

He made no reply and | dammed thelid shuit.

Garou and | wrestled the packing crate down the hal and out the side entrance while M ooncloud
drove the Bronco around to meet us. Even after dropping the tailgate and the rear seets, we had to shift
the box in diagondly, letting agood foot and ahalf hang off the rear end. | crawled in with it to stabilize
the load while Garou rode up front with Mooncloud. No one spoke during the short drive. Mooncloud
kept glancing in the rearview mirror at the detonator strapped to my wrist. Garou sat in stony silence,
glaring out the window asif some sort of meaning might be found in the passing scenery.

We drove to Atkinson and then followed the rutted path acrossthe field. " Around to the back," |
said as we gpproached the old hospital building. "Stop here.”

Y ou couldn't missit in the light of day: the bricks had been replaced in the southeast window, but
now they were ajumbled stack instead of the uniform wall of the day before. Anyone coming up from the
basement after sunrise would notice in an ingtant. Perhgps they noticed last night.

Perhaps they noticed Suki. . . .

While Garou and | wrestled the packing crate out, Mooncloud adjusted her transceiver headset and
turned it on. "Now what?' she asked, as we set Bassarab's transport on the ground, next to the building.
"Do we knock?"

"Yeah," | said, picking up ameon-sized chunk of concrete. | hurled it through the old casement and
the brick fagcade exploded inward. "Knock-knock."

Thethree of uslifted the crate over the tumbled sl and shoved it toward the shadowsinside.

"Now what?' Mooncloud repeated, dusting off her hands.

"It'svery smple, Doctor,” | said, pulling the Dartmaster out of my pocket. | shot Garou in the thigh.
"You are going to assst Lupé over to the Bronco while she can gtill walk, get in, and driveto thefar Sde
of thefidd where you will wait for further ingtructions.”

"Y ou bastard!" Garou cried, yanking the dart out of her leg. "Why?*

"It'sacleaner equation if you're not part of the math. Better move toward the Bronco: | caculated a
more potent dose to compensate for your lycanthropy.”

She started to stagger and M ooncloud moved in to provide support. "L et me put her in the Bronco
and then comewith you."

"There's no need for ether of you to go whereI'm going,” | said with ahdf amile. | turned and pulled
myself up and through the ragged opening. Then | turned back and flashed the remote, strapped just
below my left hand. " Remember, the far sde of the field, and don't come any closer until thisded is
done." | switched on my own headset. "Adios.”

Garou was definitely getting wobbly. As Mooncloud attempted to shepherd her toward the vehicle, |
broke open the Dartmaster and removed the CO2 cartridge. | didn't know how close the test firings
coupled with the two shots I'd used on Wren and Garou had come to exhausting the charge, but | wasn't



going downstairs without afresh load of propellant. | changed cartridges and tossed the extradart | had
readied for Garou just in case the first dosage had been insufficient. | reached into my other pocket and
loaded one of the special darts| had prepared for Kadeth Bey.

And then | kicked open the lid to Bassarab's box.
"Y ou are adead man," he hissed.

"Y ou have aknack for stating the obvious." | repocketed the dart gun and gestured with the
detonator. "Get up.”

He moved duggishly, except where the wedge of sunlight through the broken wall threatened to
touch him. | dipped the detonator off my wrist and used the rubber bandsto refasten it to the Sabrelight
while he reached into the crate. He shook out the black duster that served him as a nineteenth century
subdtitute for an eighteenth-century cape.

As he opened the lining in the back of the garment, | wondered how he would upgrade his wardrobe
for the next century. Nehru jacket? Probably not as handy for hang-gliding nor for concealing weapons
like the M ossberg 9200 shotgun he was diding into the opening that would drape between his shoulder
blades.

"Thisismadness!" he protested as he donned the coat and adjusted the shoulders against the
awkward weight down the middle of his back. "How do you expect to pull this off?"

| repressed the urge to say, "That's for me to know and you to find out.” Instead | countered with a
guestion of my own: "How come you didn't travel the dreampath the day your house burned down?"

"Wha?'

"Y ou were aready burned by thefire. Why did you subject yourself to further damage from the sun
when you could have transported yoursdlf by traveling this so-called dreampath?!

He scowled and studied the wedge of sunlight spilling through the shattered wall, areminder that al
of his escape routes were cut off. "It isnot so easy. | was disoriented from the smoke, the heat. And the
sun was up: | have never traveled adreampath during the day. I'm not sure that it can be done.

"Totravel the dreampaths, you must relax, clear your mind. Y ou must focus your mind on aspecific
degtination or you may becomelost in between.”

"And wheresthat?"

He shrugged, moving closer to the inner door that opened on the centra halway. "Limbo. Between
dimensons”

"Likebeing banished?' | was remembering Luath and the generd.

"Very like. Perhgpsworse."

"But thefirgt timel did it, | ended up in your room, and | wasn't focusing on adestination at al."

"That was my doing. | sensed your movement within the dreamplane. | intercepted you to keep you
from becoming lost in between.”

"So, what happensthe next time | dream?What if you're not around to red me back in?"
"Thisisnot to become aproblem.”

"Yeah? And why not?'

"Because," he said, "very soon we shal both be dead.”

"Oh, yeah," | said, "l forgot."

He eased the door open and peered into the darkness of the corridor. "However," he said after a
long moment, "if you and | wereto both survive this—"

"We're speaking hypothetically here, of course. . . ."
"Of course.”
"Thought 0."



"If wewereto survive, | would probably find the time to coach you through a couple of controlled
dreamwaks—"

"| can't believe you two are bickering about this," Mooncloud's voice crackled in my earpiece, "while
Bey and Bachman are probably waiting right around the corner.”

"| was wondering when you were going to join us, Doctor. How's L upé?”

"Sill conscious, but unable to do anything beyond cursing your name. If they don't kill you,
there's a very good chance that she will, once the tranquilizer wears off."

"Don't worry about us, Doctor: Bachman is dready expecting us, and we're making enough noise to
let them know we're not trying to sneak up on them.”

"Perhaps we should not keep them waiting," Bassarab said, reaching the junction of the halway and
thestairwell.

"Okay, Doc, close your mike and listen closely: | can't afford any distractions once the negotiations
begin. If everything blows up in our faces, | want you to get over to Mount Horeb Hospita asfast asyou
can. Theré's someone you'll need to see in Fifth-floor-Psych, room 512. Y ou got that?"

"Room 512, Mount Horeb Hospital, Fifth-floor-Psych. Who and why?"

"I'll explain later. Just remember and get there asfast as you can after thisisover. Bye, Doc.” |
looked over a my hostage. "Ready?"

He readjusted his duster, nodded, and started down the stairs. | followed afew steps behind.

They werewaiting for usin the furnace room, Bey and Bachman, insolently at ease and seated upon
ajumble of crateslike moldering royaty in an Egyptian tomb. Only a bare dozen candles werelit, shifting
the clumps of darkness around us like stray cattle from a shadowy herd of the damned.

Bey wasamess. His skin was black and shriveled from historching at the Tremont, here and there,
portions of ruined flesh had flaked away to reveal smooth, abeit grey, skin benesth. Bey the Desthless
was on the mend.

Bachman, however, wasn't. And her anticipation of my promised blood had her even edgier and
jumpier than | had seen her last.

>>S0, dRAcUI<< Bey projected, the skin at the corners of his mouth cracking and splitting as his
mouth twitched, >>yOu HAVE cOMe tO tHrOW yOUr SeLf UpoN oUr mERcY<<

"Y our mercy, Bey?' Bassarab spat agob of scarlet on thefloor, at hisfeet. "Not bloody likely!"
| cleared my throat. "' Perhaps you should explain our working arrangement.”

Bassarab parted his grestcoat to reved the vest. "Thisyearling has managed to entrap me with this
garment containing alarge concentration of high explosives. If he pushes a button, the plastique chargesin
thisvest will detonate." He smiled and histeeth seemed sharper than | had ever seen them before. "The
result for you, Bey, will be no smple decapitation: | doubt that dl the king's horses and al the king's men
would ever be ableto put Bey the Jackal together again.”

It was hard to tell from the charred ruin of the sorcerer'sface if he was discomfited by thisrevelation,
but his ectomorphic form shifted on the crates like an aert cobras. >>WhY iSHe sO aNXiOuSTo die?
AnD, FOr tHAt maTTEr, hOw IsiT tHAt yOu ARe sO cALM aNd cOoPErAtlVe?<<

The old vampire shrugged. "Asfor Csgthe, heis nearly mad with Chrigtian guilt over hisown
damnation. Y our violation of hisfamily has pushed him over the edge. Heismore than ready to dieif it
will destroy you and return hiswife and daughter to their eternd rest. Asfor me? What choice do | have?
Hetdlsmethat, if | cooperate in the bargaining here, | may live past another sunset.”

>>BaRgAInINg?<< Bey's eyes narrowed and piece of crusted ear dropped off to reved a smooth,
grey lobe. >> wAs TOID yOU WEYE sURrEnDErINg yoURSEIF tO rETURN wiTh UsTO nEW
YoRk.<<

Bassarab's smile became a smirk. "Uncoerced compliance? The centuries have petrified your brain if



you bdlievethat | would give mysdf up without afight. No, the bargain | refer to is between my captor
and your keeper," he said, nodding to Bachman.

Bey looked at Bachman. >>WhaT iSHe bABbLING aBOuUT <<

But Elizabeth was staring at me. More specifically, she was staring a the detonator in my hand.
"Your promise," shewhispered. "What about your blood?’

"I expect it will beliterdly vaporized dong with therest of us. Let me spell it out for al of you," |
announced, switching on the Sabrelight and pointing it a the cailing. "I am not a happy guy. And, unless|
get awholelot happier in the next few minutes, | am going to turn thislittle basement téte-&-téteinto a
red open house."

>>Y oUng oNe<< Bey crooned, >>aRe yOu rEAILY SO wiLIINg tO die<<

"Theway | figureit, asshole," | growled, "iswith you finaly gone, my family can rest in peace. I'll be
very happy to send Draculato Hell as he'sthe one who made mewhat | am. If it wasn't for him, my wife
and my little girl would till bedive.”

"And what of me?' Bachman's voice was hushed and harsh with fear and need. "What of our
bargain—the promise of your blood fredly given?'

| flashed thelight in her face, blinding her for the moment. ™Y ou traitorous bitch! 'Y ou betray your
friends and lure them to their deaths and you have the nerve to speak to me of promises and bargains?
You just St therefor now and don't say shit unless| ask you aquestion!

"Now," | continued, trying to control the trembling in my voice and my hands, "1 am even more
unhappy than | was when | walked through the door afew momentsago.” | ill held the remote and
flashlight in my left hand. | did my right hand into my coat pocket and pulled out the Dartmaster. |
pointed it at the Egyptian sorcerer. "Whereis my family?"

Helooked at the pistol. >>WHat IstHAt? A gUn? WhAT cAn yOU hOpetO aCcoMpLisH wiTh
aguN tHaT YoU coUID nOT Do with SWoRd, fLAmMeThROwWET, aNd STAKE?<<

| answered by shooting him in the chest.

He didn't even flinch. Helooked down at the dart protruding from his shirt in mild surprise. With
deliberate downess, he pulled it from hisflesh. | fumbled the Dartmaster's chamber open and inserted
another dart as he examined the spent projectile. "I'm going to ask you again, whereismy family?’

>>HOw fAScInAtINg.<< Heturned it over and over in his spidery hands. >>It iSbOTh a DaRt
AnD atlNy sYRinGe. ThEy UsE thisfOR tRANQUILiZINg aNiMALSs, dOn'T tHEy”<< He looked up.
>>|s THat wHAt yOU'RE tRYiNg tO Do? PuT mE to sLEePX<<

| shot himinthe belly thistime. "I said, whereis my family? What have you done with them?'

>>YoU mUSt rEal |ze tHaT tRaNQulliZeRS, dRUgS, Or eVEn pOIsOnswiLI hAve nO moRe
efFeCT thAn sTAKING, bEheAdINg, oR bUrning.<< He pulled out the second dart and sniffed the
needled tip. >>Y oU'VE aReaDy tRled Y oUr sO-callEd hOly wATer aNd yOu kNOw hOW
eFfEcTiVetHAt tUrNEd oUt To bE.<<

| had fumbled through another reload and shot him again. Thistime | dmost missed, barely managing
to tag himinthearm. "I'm running out of patience, Bey! | want to see my family! | want to seeyou
exorcise them with my own eyes!" | broke open the chamber and fumbled for another dart.

>>ThEy aRe aWAYy,<< Bey said with enhanced nonchalance. >>Shal | | gO GEt tHEm aNd bRING
thEm To yOu<<

"I'msure” | said, "that you can do that from right here, without moving amuscle.” | glanced over at
Bachman. "Where's Suki?"

"I'm here," came ahoarse cry from the back of the room.

"Y ou surprised me," Bachman said, ignoring my directive to only answer direct questions. "'l
expected you to come to her rescue while we were gone, last night. Y our humanity isdipping, indeed.”



"Areyou dl right?" | cadled.

" She crawled under aworkbench and hasn't spoken or moved in hours." Bachman tried to make her
ruined mouth smile. "Don't worry: | kept your family away from her."

A hot flare of anger erupted behind my eyesand | brought the Dartmaster around and shot Bey
agan."I'mwaiting!" | screamed a him. " Get them back here now!"

He smiled and pulled the dart loose. >>ThEy aRetOo fAR awaY . EVEN iF tHey cOUId ReSpoNd
tO my cAIL, It migHt bE aN hOur bEfoRe thEy wOUId gEt hErE.<<

| fumbled another dart into the chamber. "Vlad, go over there and get Suki out from under that
workbench.” | swung the Sabrdlight's beam back into Bachman'sface. ™Y ou—go help him."

>>WhY dO yOu kEEp sHoOtINg yOUFr dliLy |1tTle DaRTs At mE?<< Bey asked mildly asthe
vampires moved to the back of the room. >>Y oU mUSt rEaliZetHAt yOu cAN't kILI aMaN wHo Is
alLreADy dEaD, aNd tHESE |1 TtLe sTInGs dO nOt eVEn qUAIITY aSamINoR aNnoY aNCe.<<

"Then grin and bear it, you son-of-a-bitch. It makes me happy, and aslong as I'm happy, I'm not
pressing the button.” 1 swung the beam so that | could see the workbench. An arm came out from
beneath the bench and Bassarab stepped back so that Bachman would have to take the extended hand.

A crate creaked as Bey shifted hisweight, and | turned and shot him in the face. "Don't move,
goddammit!" | fumbled for another dart as| swung the light back to the workbench. Bachman was bent
down, pulling, and Suki's face gppeared in the circle of light. Her shoulders emerged. Then her other arm.
She was holding something in her other hand: a Glock 19 auto pistol. The gun barrel came up with
inhuman speed and cameto rest just above the bridge of Elizabeth Bachman's nose. Theimpact of the
hollow-point bullet took the top of her head off, scooping out the brainpan, and hurled her body hafway
across the room where it impacted with the remains on an old boiler tank.

Her body started decomposing even before it finished dumping to the floor.

Didtracted, | didn't see the monstrous forms of my wife and daughter until they werewell out of the
shadows and hurtling across the room. They descended on me, shrieking like the firedarms of Hell. The
Glock fired aquick succession of shots at the thing that looked like Kirsten and the impact of the bullets
jerked it backwards asif it were executing a quick, spastic moonwalk. The creature wearing my wife's
body was upon me before Bassarab could bring the shotgun out and around. | staggered, off balance,
and the remote went flying out of my hand, the Sabrelight spinning itslight-show trgectory like somekind
of deranged UFO.

>>Y oUr fAMILy iShERe, CsEdtHe << Bey taunted. >>ArE yOu nOt hAPpY tO sEetHEmM?<<

| cursed him then. Called him every vile name and used every epithet I'd ever heard or imagined as|
dapped away the hands that had once caressed me and used my fists upon the face that had once meant
morethan life, itself, to me. Tears came, hot and blinding, as| split thelipsthat had kissed mine alifetime
ago.

Then ahand grabbed my wrist from behind. | shook it loose, but another hand grasped my shoulder
and an arm fdll acrossmy throat. A multiplicity of handsfdl on me, then, clutching and grasping. A smell
like sour earth and long-dead rot washed over me, and my gag reflex took over in a shuddering
succession of dry heaves. The Dartmaster was pulled from my grasp, and when my eyes could focus
again, | could see othersin the room.

Otherslike Jenny and Kirsten. Only not so well preserved or presentable. Bey had looted the local
cemeteriesfor reinforcements, and now a shambling phalanx of corpses formed aring about the
necromancer. Dozens of hands and arms, inhumanly strong despite their putrescent flesh and denuded
bone, held Bassarab and myself immobile as Bey retrieved the remote detonator.

He turned and walked over to Suki, bent down, and pulled the now-empty Glock from her hand.
>>AnD wHeRE dID yOuU fINd tHIs, My pReTTy?<< Heturned the weapon over in hishand and then
tossed it across the room. One of the corpses swayed "to" when he should have gone "fro" and the



handgun struck himin the face. Half of hisjawbone, including his chin, clattered to the floor dong with the
Glock.

>>BAcHmMAN tOLd mE YoU wErE tOO wEaK to cAUSe AnY tRoUBIE,<< Bey continued,
reaching down and grasping the Asian girl by thethroat. >>1 gUESStHaT StHe IAS mISTAKE sHe'L
eVer mAKE.<< He chuckled and lifted Suki up, off thefloor by her neck.

She made a choking sound and grasped at Bey as he lifted her into the air, but his reach was longer
than hers.

"Now you're the one making amistake," | said.

>>ReALlY << Bey smirked. >>HEr GuN iSeMPty aNd hEr bACk IsStiLL bRoKEN. | aM

gOiINg To KILI hEr nOW. I'm gOING tO LeT yOu wATcH. WaTCh AnD thiNk aBOuT whAt I'M
gOIng tO dO tO eACh oF yOu wHEN iT's yOUr tURN.<<

"l ill say you're making amistake," | said. And then Suki's right foot flashed up between Kadeth
Bey'slegs. He gave a screeching sort of grunt and bent forward, releasing his captive. It wastoo late: as
she dropped, Suki's left foot came up and nailed his groin a second time, completing adouble
scissors-kick.

Asherolled avay, still curled around his unexpected agony, severa more corpses shuffled forward.
"Now would be agood time, | think," Suki said in asurprisingly deep voice.

| nodded and bowed my head, ill straining againgt the clammy hands that held me in degth's cold
embrace. "O," | said, "Amon Ra, oh!" My voice seemed suddenly louder, echoing through the basement
asif whispered in an empty sepulcher.

"God of Gods," | intoned, my voice taking on strength and timbre, booming down the access tunnel
across the room.

"Desth isbut the doorway to new life. . . ." The hair on the back of my own neck was starting to rise
as| spoke the words and felt the power starting to gather.

Bey recognized the text from the Scroll of Thoth: >>BIASHeMy! <<
"Welivetoday, we shdl liveagan. .. ."

>>SLeNCel<<

"...inmany formsshal wereturn. .. ."

He uncurled himsdlf and turned toward me.

"Oh, Mighty One. .. ."

He moved giffly, uncomfortably. But it was more than the discomfort of akick to the groin that
dowed him now. Decapitated, impaled, flame-broiled, diced and diced, Kadeth Bey had been
discomforted, but hadn't actually experienced true pain for thousands of years.

Until now.

And as| spoke the Words and the potion spread through his body, the pain began to spread, as
wdl. >>KiLl yOu ALI!<< hethought venomoudy. >>DoN't uUNJERStAnD! CaN'T huRt Me! cAN'T
kil mE!<< Hewas growing disoriented as nerve endings cameto life, sending long-forgotten sensations
to hisancient brain.

Ashis attention faltered his necrotic army relaxed their grip and we shrugged oursalvesfree.

"Oh, | understand dl right,” | said, having completed the incantation. "And thank you for explaining it
so succinctly thelast timewemet.” | switched off my light and the few sputtering candles that remained
did little to hold back the darkness.

"Do you see?' Bassarab asked. "It has begun.”

It took me amoment longer to clear my vision: afterimages bruised my retinasin yellows and purples
and blues. But beyond the fading aurora boredlis a different candle flame flickered, caught hold and grew
inintengty, forming an orange nimbus about aswelling, yellow core,



>>WhAT's HaPPENIng? WhAT HaVE yOu dOnE?< <

"Theonly thing | could do, under the circumstances,” | answered. "Asyou have aready said, we
cannot kill something thet isaready dead. So, | have utilized forces antithetical to yoursto perform a
resurrection. Thanksto the Scroll of Thoth and hypodermic dartsfilled with tannaleaf extract, Kadeth
Bey: thisisyour lifel"

>>\WhAT? WhY?<<

"Oscar Wilde said it best, | think," Bassarab growled, stepping forward. He dide-cocked the
Mossherg as the orange began to shed ared aura, the orange turning yellow, the yellow core turning
white. " 'And the wild regrets and the bloody swests/ None knew sowell asl. . .."" Heraised the
shotgun to hisshoulder. " * . . . For hewho lives more lives than one/ More deaths than one must die." "

>>] dONoT UnDErSANd!<<

"Y ou are no longer thewalking dead,” | said. "Now you are alive. And, now that you are alive—you
canfindly bekilled."

He reached toward me and Bassarab swung the shotgun around. "Down!" he commanded.

| ducked as ahand clutched a my shirt from behind. The Mossberg roared, peppering me with stray

pellets, and the grip on my shirt disappeared aong with a sizable swatch of fabric. | hit the ground and
rolled, turning over to look behind me. Jennifer— | closed my eyes and thought of death.

"Release her, Bey!" Bassarab's voice seemed to come from far away. "It was blasphemy before, but
every second of falselife now isan abomination! Let her go!™

>>O0r wHaT? YOU'LI kIl mE?<<

"That won't be necessary,” | heard mysdlf say.

"It won't?" Bassarab's voice was incredul ous.

| tried rising to my hands and knees. "As part of the embalming process, he had his heart removed
and preserved in acanopic jar. Isn't that right, Bey?"

He hissed but made no reply.

| climbed shakily to my feet, careful not to look back at the trembling, twitching, headless thing that
once had been my wife. "Asthe tannalesf extract spreads through your system, it'sturning everything
back on and gtarting everything back up. Y ou're becoming human, again, Bey. Y our body will once more
be subject to the laws that govern flesh and blood. | think you'll find it'simportant to have your heart in
theright place.”

He clutched his chest and the detonator tumbled from histrembling fingers. He sank to hisknees, his
mouth forming agigantic "O" of pan.

As| reached down and retrieved the remote, Bassarab stepped forward and placed the shotgun
muzzleto Bey'shead.

"That isn't necessary,” | said, bringing the Sabrdight to bear on them both. "He can't survivewith a
holein themiddle of hisches."

"l want to make sure.”
"SodoI. But think of theirony of Kadeth Bey being the agent of his own death.”
"Fuck irony," Bassarab said. He pulled the trigger.

The roar of the Mossherg gave way to a collective sigh and whisper asthering of cadavers collapsed
around us like unstrung marionettes. That sign, aone, was more reassuring than the incompl ete corpse of
the necromancer himself.

Still, I had to walk over and kick at the more substantia portions of hisremains. | could hardly see,
and it was awhile before | realized that it was because | was weeping again. But | didn't stop right away:
| had to make sure.

No one else moved. No one else spoke until Mooncloud's voice crackled in my headset: "Is it



over?"

"Almog," | said, moving the beam of my flashlight until it picked up Jenny'sfoot protruding froma
mound of human debris. The foot no longer twitched or shook.

| opened the case of the remote control. "Dennis, get out of here.”

Suki took one step forward, her face congealing with masculine features. "That's not necessary,” she
sad with Smirl'svoiceas| pulled out the telescoping antenna. "Bey's dead.”

"Soaml," | whigpered, the basement amplifying my words like amicrophone. " So are the wampyr .
Soyou see" | said, looking over at Bassarab, "'l have to make sure.”

"There are better ways of making sure." Suki's bosom flattened out and sprouted chest hair. Her hair
retracted, became wiry and shot with grey.

| shook my head. "Doctor, Mr. Smirl will be joining you momentarily. As soon as he does, | suggest
you provide him with the clothing | stashed in the spare whed compartment. Then you need to get to the
hospitd, post haste, and get Suki out of room 512."

"What is Suki doing in the hospital ?"

"She has abroken back and internal injuries, Doctor. | dipped her past security and put her on the
Psych floor where the overnight staff is stretched thin and alittle more isolated than the other floors. | left
instructions with the charge nurse to give her whole blood and keep her room dark. | don't know how
much that's helped, but by now the night-shift has gone off duty. It'sjust amatter of time before the
day-shift finds discrepancies between their floor records and Admissions.” | looked at Smirl, who now
only showed vague vestiges of Suki'stopography. "Timeto go."

"Why don't we dl go?' he asked.

| shook my head. "I haveto make sure." | pushed him toward the door with my mind.

"A rendezvous with Death?' M ooncloud asked as Smirl headed up the gairs. "At some disputed
barricade?'

"Y ou're quoting Seeger, Doctor. I'm thinking of Swinburne.”

"Swinburne?'
"Algernon Charles Swinburne." | flipped aswitch arming one of the detonator circuits. "He wrote:
'From too much love of living, / From hope and fear set free. .. ." " | turned off the flashlight. Only two

guttering candlesremained to light the scene. " ' . . . We thank with brief thanksgiving / Whatever gods
therebe....'"

Bassarab stared at the remote, seemingly transfixed; he made no movetoescape. ™ ' . .. That nolife
livesforever. .. ."" My hands began to shake and my voicebroke. " ' . . . That dead men rise up never. .

It wastime to make an ending.
"' .. That even the weariest river / Winds somewhere safeto sea' "

| pressed the switch that blew Christopher Csgjthe and Vladimir Drakul Bassarab V out of
existence.



Chapter Twenty-Four

It issaid that when you die you see alight in the darkness, that you are drawn toward the light.
Nothing is said about the smell of brick dust and scorched concrete and liquid copper roiling in your
nodrils.

It isalso said thet there are beings waiting in the light to greet you—angels or loved onesthat have
gone on before. No one ever suggested that you might look upon eternity and see Vlad the Impaler
reaching out his hand to you.

| blinked, trying to clear my vision. It dowly became obviousthat | wasn't dead, yet.

Bassarab helped me sit up and then moved the Sabrelight's beam about to revedl the damage done.

The plastique that Smirl had planted between the first and second floors had brought the entire
building down on top of us. That | had counted on: it was part of the plan.

| had aso figured on the building's collapse sedling off the stairwell with arockdide of shattered
concrete and brick. With the basement buried under the collapse of the upper three stories, | had
counted on the access tunnel being our secret escape route. But, as the flashlight beam picked out the
spill of earth, rock, and ancient brick spilling from the tunnd's maw, | redlized that dll exitswerelogt. |
might just aswell have triggered the detonator for the vest and saved us both along, dow, lingering
death.

| lifted aleaden arm and checked my watch. 3:49 in the p.m.: | had been unconsciousfor hours. As|
digested this piece of information | noticed something else: it was as quiet asatomb.

Or perhaps not. Bassarab had ahold of my arm and was making strange mouthy expressions at me:
he was speaking, maybe even shouting, but | couldn't hear athing. | put ahand to my right ear, felt
something sticky. Bassarab moved the flashlight so | could see my fingers more clearly. My earswere
bleeding. So was my nose. Although the celling above us had held, the concussive shockwave from the
blast had dammed into the basement like an invisible battering ram.

| lay back down and closed my eyes. Bruised and bleeding and stone-cold desf, | probably had
internal injuriesthat would have killed me had | been human. Might kill me, yet: | wondered how long it
took a semi-vampireto die of dehydration. Perhaps Bassarab would solve my problem by finishing the
task hed started in hisbarn, nearly ayear before.

| dozed.

Dreamed of Jenny and Kirsten and happier times. The nightmares didn't come thistime.

| awoke to Bassarab shaking my shoulder.

"What?" | asked, my voice now sounding muffled and faraway.

He gestured, pointed at a narrow fissurein the debris choking the access tunnel and then beckoned
for meto follow him. With that, he bowed his head, crossed his arms across his chest, and began to fade.
Ashisbody becamelessdigtinct, it lost form al together and dispersed asakind of mist. | picked up my
Sabrelight and tracked the now tenuous nimbus of vapor asit floated into the passageway and faded



fromsght.
| glanced at my watch: after ten p.m., now. The old vampire had escaped by traveling the dreampath.
| closed my eyes and tried to focus on the outside.

Tried to imaginethe far end of the tunnel where it came up and out in the remains of the pump
dation.

Tried to image mysdlf outside.

Tried to project. . .

A hand fell on my shoulder. | looked up at Bassarab who had returned for me.

He gestured.

| gestured.

Together we pantomimed our way through a discussion of what we aready knew: my first
dreamwalk had been afluke and | didn't know how to repeat the process. Although they seemed to be
healing, my earswere dill nonfunctiond and, with my head till buzzing fromthe blast, | couldn't "hear”
Bassarab's mindspeech. He couldn't guide me onto the path much less help me off again.

| waved him away. Maybeif | dept, hedled ahit. . .

He gestured that he couldn't wait. The sun would return in afew short hours and he had to find

Wren. Tell him that the plan had worked. For the most part. | switched off the Sabrelight and he left,
sgning that he would return.

Sure.

Lessthan aweek before, when we had discussed faking our desths, Bassarab had promised me
wedlth undreamed of, anew identity, and alife of ease. Ease, particularly, in the sense that once we were
believed to be truly dead, undead hitmen and shapeshifting nswould stop complicating our

existence. We would no longer have the resources of severa vampire enclaves scouring the country for
us

Not that | really cared.

| had findly figured that my chances of nailing Bey were next to zip unless | was standing face-to-face
with him when | pushed the button. The only reason for adding an escape clause to the plot wasto
guarantee Bassarab's cooperation.

And it had worked to that degree: Bassarab had cooperated. And now he was escaping.

But | didn't mind, redly. All that really mattered was putting an end to the ancient necromancer and
giving my family final peace. Now that it was accomplished, | could let go of everything ese. | would be
joining them soon.

Bassarab wouldn't be coming back. With me dead and buried, his existence was secure. | wasan
amateur at living this haf-life and would eventualy make amistake that would betray my own existence
and, therefore, his, aswell.

Allindl, I felt something akin to contentment. It didn't matter whether | had actualy ended my morta
life on the muddy floor of an old barn, in atangle of twisted metd a a Kansas intersection, or hooked up
to life-support equipment in ahospita emergency room: | had lived my life. Maybe it wasn't the biblical
three score and ten, but who said lifewasfair?| certainly knew better by now.

| lay on the cold, hard floor of the tunnel and waited for afind ending.

Sept again. . . .

Chris.
| awoke to anew dream: the voice of my wife, caling to me.
Outside the sun was setting again. | could fed that another day had passed.



| looked up and there she was.

Jennifer sat above me, lotusfashion, floating inmidair. Darling, she said, it's time for you to go.
"I'mdready gone" | mumbled, unwilling to invest mysdlf in one more hurtful illusion.

You mustn't think that way.

"How do you know what I've been thinking?' | asked awkwardly. Dimly | registered that | could
hear her voice clearly while my own wordswere still abit muffled.

Chris, I've dways been able to tdl what you've been thinking. She smiled—alittle wistfully, | thought.
I'm worried about you.

"About me? Y ou're dead.”

And you're not. She shook her finger at me. Not yet. And there's no need for you to hurry the
process.

She glowed with afaint, bluish white light: cold and fluorescent, not the red-orange-yellow spectrum
of body heat and lifeforce. And | could not only see the details of her face but the details of the brick
spill behind it.

| picked up the Sabrelight, but my thumb hesitated on the switch: | feared she would dissolve like so
much gossamer if | switched it on.

Sill—

"You'renot red,” | said sadly.

What isreal? she asked rhetoricaly.

"There's no such things as ghosts.”

Nor vampires, nor werewolves. . . .

"That's an easy argument that you could use to justify anything. But | know you're not red.”

What is real? she asked again.

| shook my head, felt my ears pop as | worked my jaw. "1 waswarned early on: the virusthat
creates the vampiric condition aso affects the brain—eventually causes madness. Y ou are nothing more
than ahdlucination.”

An undigested bit of beef, ablot of mustard, she retorted, acrumb of cheese, afragment of an
underdone potato.

"A clever comeback, but you make my point. Y ou never did have a head for quotations—even
something as maingtream as Dickens. Y ou are merely an early warning system for full-blown dementia.™

You silver-tongued charmer; you always did know how to sweet-talk a lady.
"You're not there."

Okay. She unfolded her lotus and floated down to sit by me. If I'm amanifestation of your own mind,
then make me disappear.

"Disappear?’ | was surprised, wondering why | hadn't thought of that. But then, according to my
theory, | just had. . . .

She reached around to place her hands on my shoulders. | could almost feel her massaging the
tenson out of my stiffened muscles. You don't want me to go, she crooned. After all this time, now
that the barrier isfinally down: | show up for real and you want to send me back to oblivion?

"You'renot red," | whispered.

What isreal? she asked again.

"Jennifer—what happened to Kirsen?'

Shewent into the Light, Chris. She went along time ago.
| felt tears gathering. "Why didn't you?'



I've been worried about you. | couldn't leave until | knew you'd be all right. Let me help you
focus.

"Yourenot red!" | ydled. "Go away!"

She began to cry. It'shard enough being dead! | don't need you yelling at me and saying I'm not redl
on top of everything e se!

| found myself sammering an gpology. "I—I'm sorry, Jen. 1-1'm having arough time, mysdf, right

Poor baby. Shewiped at ectoplasmic tears with noncorpored fingers. | came hereto help and all |
did was get you all distracted. Shetried to touch my face and her thumb went through my nose. You
must concentrate.

"Wha?'

Chris, your only way out isto travel the dreampath. And you can't do that unless you focus
your mind completely.

"I don't know how."

I'll help you.

"How?"

Close your eyes.

| closed them.

Now, press the heels of your palms against your eyelids. Push.
"A blot of mustard,” | muttered.

None of that. Now, as soon as you begin to feel a pleasant buzz, | want you to expand the
feeling outward so that it fills the space around you.

"A plessant buzz?'
Wait for it.
"Turn on, tunein, drop out?'

In a sense. When it comes, you want to imagine everything around you as being fuzzy, losing
its form. We're going to disconnect you from this reality before we try to focus on your
destination.

"Sounds dangerous.”

I'll be with you every step of the way.

"Not the most reassuring line seeing as how you're dead.”

At least you're not accusing me of being unreal.

"Don't know what'sred anymore: everything is starting to get fuzzy."
Good. Embrace the nothingness. Push everything else away.
“I'm pushing.”

Push harder.

"Pushing. I'm pushing!"

And breathe! Don't forget to breathe!

"What isthis, the Lamaze approach to teleportation?”

Y ou never listened to me when | was dive and now you won't listen to me when I'm dead! Her voice
was growing fainter.

"Wait aminute; come back herel™

Don't open your eyes.



"Well, don't leave me here"

How can | leave you if I'm not real? If I'm only a projection of your own subconscious?
"Thisisjust the sort of argument | would have with mysdlf.”

Fine! Have it with yourself: | amleaving!

"No, you'renot! Y ou're my occipita delusion and you're not leaving until I'm ready to imagineit!"
Make me, fang-boy.

| lunged for her. Felt my ears pop. And then my head.

Felt acool breeze tirring my hair, brushing my face and hands.

Opened my eyes.

| was outside. A mound of rubble some forty yards away marked the collgpse of the old hospitd.

Flashing yellow lights atop highway barriers strobed the darkness, marking the perimeter of the tumbled
ruin.

| looked around. " Jennifer?"

Shewas gone. Asif she had never been in thefirst place. Of course.

Now what?

Walk back to the motel?

Find aphone and cal the Doman to come and get me?

Stick out my thumb and try to hitchhike before the sun came up and after me?

Asif inanswer, apair of headlights at the other end of the field flashed on and then off again.
Red-in-violet parking lights blinked back on and an engine growled to life. Darkness moved within
darkness and avague shape gleamed in starlight. Then awink of chrome as an automobile took form. A
1950 Mercury Club Coupe—younger sibling to the'49 modd James Dean drove in Rebel Without A
Cause—olled toward me. Long, low, incredibly deek, it had a chopped roofline, narrow windows, and
frenched headlights. Darker than black, it wasthe color of atar pit a midnight. Only the running lights
and aslver chasing of chrome gaveit any definable form in the darkness.

| forgot to breathe until it stopped a scant three feet away.
A tinted window did down. Victor Wren looked out and up a me. "He said you would get out."
| looked a him. "Whereishe?'

"Busy. Making sure you—and he—both get ahead start. When thetimeisright and the coast is
clear, héll find you."

| nodded. "What about Suki?*
"Shell make it. She's aready on the road to recovery.” He opened the door and stepped out.
"And the others?'

"Also gone. Half the town came running when the building blew. It take weeks and heavy
equipment to excavate down to the basement—if that's what the town fathers eventually decide to do.
The consensus has both of you dead. Smirl didn't mention the second set of charges, so | don't know
what he redlly thinks. Pagelovitch called his people home. Smirl flew back to Chicago. They let me keep
the Duesenberg.”

"Where's Bassarab?'

He smiled. "Waiting in the shadows somewhere. We figure someone's going to be watching me for
awhile”

"Wherewill you go?'

"Home." He smiled and handed the ignition keysto me. "A little present from the boss."

"It'sbeautiful "



He nodded appreciatively. "Not al of it'svintage antique. Y ou'l find out when you open her up out
onthe highway." He kicked atire. "It should get you home."

"Home?'

"Wherever you choose. Aslong asyou stay away from the enclaves. Papersarein the glove
compartment. Along with an atlas showing al the known demesnes, marked and labeled. Also an
envel ope with new identity papers, documents, letters of introduction, credit cards, bank accounts. |
hope you don't mind."

"Mind?'
"The name. New identity, new name. We were in a hurry and the boss seemsto have developed a

sense of humor of late." He smiled. "Serves you right for shooting me with that dart gun. | hear it made
Lupétoss her cookies."

"Her dart was|oaded with something alittle sironger than sterile water. By the way: nice acting job."

"Thanks." He gestured to the rear of the interior. Y our knapsack and computer are in the backsest,
aong with three suitcasesfilled with cash. | didn't get an exact count, but it'sin the neighborhood of five
million dollars. Ingtructions are included to keep you clear of the IRS and any other banking procedures
that might compromise your anonymity.”

| stood there, staring at the car, at nothing, at something too complex to decipher yet.

"Y ou redly should get going: the locd authoritieshave alot of questionsfor anyone 'just passing
through' of late.”

| opened the door and did behind the whedl. The front seet felt like acomfortable old sofa. "Can |
giveyou alift?'

He shook hishead. "It'sabeautiful night for awalk. | think I'll just stretch my legsabit.”

| closed the door and he leaned down to the window. " Thought about where you might go?"

| shrugged. "Maybe Louisana"

"Stay away from New Orleans, if you do."

"Endave?'

He nodded. "With literary pretensions.” He reached through the window to shake my hand. "Good
luck. After thisal dies down, they may forget about me. Then, maybe, my master will take me back."

"|sthat what you want?'
He smiled. "I've worked my share of jobs. As employers go, I've had worse."

| turned the ignition and the motor purred to life. "One more question,” | said. "Y ou've seen alot of
things: vampires, werewolves. . ."

He nodded. " Categories don't come easy."
"What about ghosts?

He shook his head. "There ain't no such thing."
"Youresure?!

"Pogitive. Haveit on the best authority." He stepped back. "Take care now. Don't et the sun shine
on your parade.

There was nothing moreto say. | put the Merc into gear and headed back to 1-69. | turned north at
thelight, planning a quick good-bye and then a one-eighty run south.

| was turning into the cemetery when | heard the catches pop on one of the suitcases.

Wow! We'rerich! Jenny'svoice sad.

| rolled to astop and looked around. "Where are you?"

Right next to you. Though I'm kind of twisted around and hanging over the seat, right now.



"l don't seeyou.”

I'minvisible.

"Yesh, right.”

The suitcase behind us reatched itself with adouble snap and her voice turned petulant. Don't start

with that "I'm not real," stuff again. The dark glass of the passenger window did down. What are we
doing here? Oh. | see. You came to say good-bye, didn't you?

| nodded, in spite of the fact it was a conversation | was having with mysdlf.

That's so sweet! But it's also rather silly, darling. After all, Kirsten and | are buried under
what's |eft of the old Mount Horeb Hospital building. There's nothing here but two headstones
mar king two empty graves.

| bowed my head againgt the steering whesd!.
And one helluva big dog!

It took amoment to register. The "dog" wasin motion as my head came up, running straight for the
car.

Now why, Jenny was saying, would a dog chase a car that wasn't even moving?

"It'snot adog," | said, groping for the button that locked dl the doors. Therewasno suchthingina
1950 Mercury coupe, even one that had been customized in the nineties.

With thewindow down it was a useless gesture anyway': the wolf legpt, scrambling over the door
pand, landing on the passenger seat with itsfront pawsin my lap.

Oof, said my wife's ghogt. I'd better get in the backseat. Nice doggy.

A moment later the"nice doggy" was gone and Lupé Garou was Sitting beside me with one hand
grasping my arm and the other gripping my leg.

"Don't you ever, ever do that again!™ she hissed through clenched teeth.

My goodness, Chris. she's naked!

"Uh," | said, "do what? Shoot you with atranquilizer gun?'

But very pretty. In an understated sort of way.

"Shoot me with atranquilizer gun! Not trust me with the truth! Make methink you were dead!" Her
eyeswerewet and furious. "All of it!"

| take it that the two of you are involved—to some degree?

"I'msorry,” | said. | seemed to be apologizing alot for aguy who was supposed to be dead.

Not that | mind, you understand. You really do need someone to ook after you.

"Well," she sniffed, rolling up the window on her side, "don't ever do any of those things again. Now,
let'sget going.”

| don't mind sharing you now. Death isreally very liberating—emotionally, that is.

You learn to let go of so many things—

"The sunisgoing to be coming up in afew hours. Y ou'll need aplaceto deep.”

What about her?

"Um," | said. "What about you?'

"I'll need aplaceto deep, t00," Lupésaid. "I haven't had amoment'srest since the old hospita blew
up. Let'sgo.”

She seems very practical. | like that. You need a practical woman. | was always very
practical—
"No, you weren't,”" | murmured.



"Nothing. Never mind."

| put the car back in gear and drove the circular road back out and onto the highway. "Would you
turn the heater on?" Lupé asked as | swung right and onto the bypass that arced around Pittsburg to the
wes. "It'salittle cool .

Of course she was: she wasn't wearing any clothes.

Asl| reached for the heater knob, my wife's voice piped up from the backseat: Honey, aren't you
going to introduce us?

| gripped the steering whed alittle tighter and cleared my throat. "So," | asked, "how did you know
that | wasn't redlly dead?"

"Ah," Lupé answered, doing afair imitation of Bassarab's accent, "the blood-bond! It called to me!"
| had to laugh. "Redlly."
"You'reasurvivor, Chris. You don't giveup easily. And.. . . | didn't want to believe that you were

redly gone™
Thisisreally rude, Christopher; conversing asif | weren't here with the two of you.

"So, now what?" | asked. "Do we drive back to Seattle? Or do you need to call the Doman to
arrange for apickup?'

"Neither. | quit. Told Tg to hand in my resignation for me."

"Will they consder you 'rogue?’

"Probably."

"S0, they'll belooking for you. May even suspect that | might still be dive, aswell."

She shrugged shapdly shoulders. "Reationships aways complicate things. Y ou gotta expect acertain
number of problems.

Chris—

"Hush!" | sngpped.

"What?"

"Not you."

"l don't understand.”

| Sghed. "My wifés ghost isin the backseat.”
Lupé turned around to look.

Pleased to meet you, Jenny said.

"Not redly,” | explained. "I'm just imagining that | hear her voice. Taking to me. The dementia phase
of the virus seemsto be advancing.”

"S0," Lupé considered, "she's not really back there."

| am, too!

"Of coursenot,” | said. "Y ou don't hear her voice, do you?'
Lupé shook her head. "But you do?"

"Just cal me Cosmo Topper."

If I'mnot real, then how can | do this? The glove compartment opened by itsdf and alarge manilla
envelope floated into view.

"If she'snot redlly in the car with us," Lupé asked, wide-eyed, "then how do you explain the floating
envelope?’
Precisaly, Jenny said primly. A piece of paper emerged from the envelope and unfolded in midair.



"One of the by-products of my atered brain chemigtry is certain telekinetic abilities,” | answered,
trying to keep my eyes on the road and steer. "'If | can transport my body along the dreampaths, | can
certainly float some pieces of paper without tweaking any conscious brain cdls.”

"So you're saying your dementiais not only providing auditory hdlucinations," Lupé said, "but causing
your subconscious to manifest certain psychic episodes, aswell.”
| nodded, only half-listening to her words. "What are you doing?" | demanded.

Checking on your new identity. The end opened and a piece of paper floated out. Oh my. She
gtarted to laugh.

"What's 0 funny?'

"May | see?"' Lupé asked.

Your new identity. Jenny turned the paper so Lupé could see, too.

"What?"

Asof now your last nameis"Ham," Jenny announced.

"Haim," Lupé murmured. "What an odd name. Wonder what nationality that might be."
Cdltic, Jenny replied with agiggle.

"Cdtic?" | asked. "What makes you think it would be Cdtic?

Lupé began to giggle aswdll. "Because your first nameisnow Samuel.” On the last word both of
their giggles bubbled over.

"What's so funny about Samuel?' It took me amoment: "Samud Haim—Sam Haim?' | wasnt
laughing.
Oh, darling; it could be worse. They could have made your new name Hal O. Ween.

"I'm still not laughing.” | pulled up to the four-way stop where 160 split off to the west and 57/171
angled off to the east and then along curve around to the south.

L upé kept twisting around to look behind her. ™Y ou know, you've got me half-convinced that your
wifesghogt isherewith us, after al.”

Admit it, babe. You're not fully convinced that I'm nothing more than a subconscious
manifestation of your deteriorating psyche.

"Yourenot red,” | insgsted as my foot danced from brake to clutch and | torqued the steering whedl.

"Areyou redly so sure about that?' Lupé asked with asmile. "After dl, it wasn't that long ago that
you didn't think vampires or werewolves—"

"You'renot red, either,” | announced as the envel ope floated back into the glove compartment and
closed with asnap. To close off any further conversation, | reached over and switched on the radio.

An oldies station was playing the |last few bars of "Earth Angel." There was adisembodied chuckle
behind me and Lupéwas grinning wolfishly.

"l don't find any of this particularly funny.”

Hey, Jenny's voice murmured in my ear, didn't anybody ever tell you: dying iseasy; comedy ishard.

| stomped on the accelerator as the radio segued into anew selection.

It was"The Mongter Mash."



