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Battle not with monsters, lest ye become a monster,
and if you gaze into the Abyss,
the Abyss gazes also into you.

—Fredrich Wilhdm Nietzsche

Beyond Good And Evil

Flectere si nequeo Superos,
Acheronta movebo.

(If I cannot move Heaven,
| canraise Hell.)
—Virgll
The Aenaid



Author'sNote: Thisisawork of fiction. Thetwin cities of Monroe and West Monroe
actudly exist on the banks of the beautiful Ouachita River, however names, characters,
places, and incidents are either the product of the author's imaginationor are used
fictitioudy. Any resemblance to actua business establishments, events, specific locales,
the U.S. government, or personsliving, dead, or undead, isentirely coincidental. This
onesfor Dennis, friend & author.While anumber of people contributed time and advice,
he beat me mercilesdy with a blue pencil through conception and rewrites.

Any faultswithin are minefor adviceignored.



Baen Books by Wm. Mark Simmons

One Foot in the Grave

Chapter One

The beaded curtains clicked and rattled like finger bones as | brushed them aside. Hesitating on the
threshold, | waited for my eyesto adjust to the dimness beyond. Thefirst impulseisawaysto dip into
theinfrared band, but augmented perception of heat sourcesrarely comesin handy unless you're hunting
prey. | was here hunting information.

Candles provided most of theillumination, dthough alavalamp glimmered in one corner and the
crystal ball at the center of the table seemed to shed a soft luminescence al itsown. Tiny red eyes of
burning incense glared through the dimness. Orienta rugs and tapestries vied with hand-woven
god's-eyesfor supremacy in the genera decor. A couple of human skulls counterba anced the effect of
plaster saints and dangling rosary beads.

| stepped acrossthe threshold. Technicaly, | didn't require an invitation, yet, but the appointment set
by telephone would have served at any rate. | looked around, my eyes till working in the range of
normal, human vison. Now that | wasinsde, the rest waslessimpressive: a step below a Jaycee's
tour-the-haunted- mansi on-and-your-donation-will-help-charity shtick.

"Nice" | sad. "I'll bet the rubesjust eat this stuff up.”
"Atmosphere," said Mama Samm, "is very important in opening de gates of belief. Please,” she
indicated achair, "st down."

| sat. The chair was surprisingly comfortable. | sank down into its cushiony depths and discovered,
belatedly, that it might be difficult to extricate myself inahurry. Not that | should have to worry about
busting out of afauix fortune-teller's parlor, but if | had learned one thing during the past year or so of my
"dfterlife” it wasthe vaue of charting al potential escagpe routes when walking into unfamiliar territory.

And my on-the-job motto was. "Never relax.”
"Relax," Mama Samm said.

Shewasimmense. Her caftaned body seemed tofill athird of the room like agiant, glimmering white
mushroom and her white turban floated above her dark features like a disembodied ghost.

"Y ou have questions,” she said. She wasn't asking.

| nodded. Opened my mouith.

"Y ou are here on behdf of anot'er,” she continued.

"Wdl—"

"A client. Someone wishesto know if | am legitimate. Dered ting." She still wasn't asking.
"Y ou've checked meout,” | said, deciding to drop sixty percent of the bluff.

She nodded.



"Arﬂ?'

She amiled. Her teeth were all white and even so that ruled out one ever-present concern. 'Y ou
made your appointment under de name of Jon Harker. Y our driver'slicense, socia security card, infact
al of deright pieces of paper, plastic, and computer files say your nameis Samud Haim.”

"Yes" | answered, interjecting just the right tone of "you've found me out.”

"Even though 'Samhaim’ is de ancient Cdltic festival of de dead, its proper pronunciation is'Sow-en.'
Soyou see, Migter . . ." she paused, arching an eyebrow, " ... Haim.. . . itisnot avery good pun for dl
detrouble dat you or someone e se has goneto in leaving de proper paper trail."

| tried to say "I don't know what you're talking about™ but my mouth wouldn't engage. Anyway, she
wason aroll: "You cometo Louziana sx month ago—supposedly to open ablood bank herein
Monroe. Ot'er peoplerunit for you. Y ou do not keep office hours and you have money.

"You live on de west bank of de OuachitaRiver. Big house, tree stories, lots of property, fenced and
rigged with expensive security systems. Y ou vaue your privacy. No record of any family. Infact, no
record of any ting prior to your appearance here.

"Y ou suffer from insomnia, rarely go out in de day, and have no persond physician. In fact, you have
no life or healt' insurance. Y ou do, however, have an interesting hobby: last mont' you opened a separate
officewit' 'After Dark Investigations stenciled on de door. Now you are here.”

| shrugged. "Not much nightlifein Northeast Louisana.”

"So why come here? Nawlins has dl de nightlife someone like you could want.”

"New Orleans already has blood banks."

"Nawlinsdso hasvampires," shesaid mildly.

| blinked. "Excuse me?"

"Owner of ablood bank, pae skin, an affectation for sunglasses, nocturnd lifestyle—some people
might tink that you were avampire, yoursdf."

| blinked again. "I have amedical condition that makes medlergic to sunlight. I'm highly susceptible
to skin cancer.”

"Of course. If you redly were avampire, you would hardly be able to roam about in de daylight. And
you have been seen to roam about in de daylight on severa occasions.”

It didn't seem necessary to point out that thiswas one of them. ™Y ou have an interesting sense of
humor,” | said.

She dimpled without actudly smiling. "Don' 1?1t is odd, however, dat with such amedica condition,
you have not found a persona physician or done businesswith any pharmacy since you have moved
here"

"Y ou really have checked me out, haven't you?'

She smiled again. "'l have clients, too, Mr. Haim. Y our presence, here, hasraised certain questions.”

| felt achill cregping up my spine. "'l came here” | said, trying to keep my voice disarmingly pleasant,
"thinking that | was going to be the one asking the questions.”

Her smile grew more pronounced and she reached acrossthetable. "Y ou have aclient who is

wanting to know if | redlly am atrue psychic with prescient abilities. Let me seeif | can answer such
questions with a persond reading of your own. Give me your hand."

Essentidly | had three choices. refuse and il try to get the answers | was hired to get, get up and
walk out now, or go along and risk that "Mama Samm’" D'Arbonne was everything she was purported to
be. Thefirat course of action was unlikely and the second would mean that | might aswell give up my
newly chosen avocation and take up some lessrisky nocturnal pursuit.

Maybe needlepoint.

| put out my hand, the skeptic in me murmuring that abona fide medium was about aslikely



as—what? An actua vampire? A red-life werewolf? Too late: Mama Samm clagped my right hand in her
left. Engulfed, actudly. Theindex finger of her right hand moved across my palm like adoodlebug on
acid. "My, but you have de mogt interesting lifeling, Mr. Haim."

"I'll bet you say that to all the marks."

She shook her head and the white turban did a ghostly hootchy-cootchy. "No, chere, | not be funnin'
wit you. According to deselines, you aready died."

"Redly." My mouth loosened into agmile.
"Truly. More dan once, in fact.”
"Isthat s0?'

She sighed. "Y ou are about to tell me dat you have no ideaasto what | am talking about. Dat you do
not believein fortune-tdling.”

My smile grew, showing teeth. "Maybe you redly are psychic.”

She closed her right hand over her left, trapping mine in-between. She squeezed. | felt atingle, likea
low-voltage e ectric shock, and Mama Samm's head snapped back. The turban wobbled but held.

She moaned and her eyesrolled back in her head. The dectric tingle intensified, crawled up my arm.

"What are you doing?' | asked. Her only response was another moan asthe tingle crawled across
my shoulder and up into my head. | tried to pull my hand back but it was enclosed in agrip of
velvet-sheathed iron.

The current dammed homein my brain, knocking me out of the room and down adark corridor, a
tunnd not unlike the one | had traversed when | had nearly died the year before. Memories fragmented
and unfolded, waltzing across my eyelidslike an acid-edged kaleidoscope.

TheBarn...

Vlad Drakul Bassarab. . .
Thetransfusion. . .
Thecrash. ..
Themorgue. . .

| cried out at the memory of two mangled bodies on the stainless-sted tables, and wrenched my hand
free

"My apologies, Mr. Csgthe. . ."
It felt as though the temperature in the room had dropped afull ten degrees. She not only knew my
rea name, she had nailed the Hungarian pronunciation, " Chey-tay."

" ...l did not know you were oungan for the Gédé." Her voice sounded strange, distant.
"Wha?'

"Tonight you will meet Je Rouge. It will hunt you for the Ogou Bhathalah. The shadow of Ogou is
long here. . . ." Her eyeshad rolled back in her heed, showing adisturbing amount of white. "Y ou must
seek the grail, shewill bethe key. The Witch of Cachtice has helped them open the fifth sedl.”

"What?" | gripped her two handswith my |eft as the fine hairs suddenly lifted on my neck and arms.
"Who did you say?'

"Unlessit isclosed," she continued, obliviousto my question, "the sun will turn black and the moon to
blood." A shudder went through her. "Starswill fal like rain and the end will come before the Appointed
Time"

"Y ou said the Witch of Cachticel” | sammered. "Tell me what you mean!™

"Find the Grail before the Ogou sows the wind. Find Marinette Bois-Chéche and unmask the whore
of Babylon before she puts her red dress on!" She moaned and her eyesfluttered.

| stared a her, waging an internd war over which was more upsetting: revisiting the degths of my wife



and daughter or a chance reference to a monstrous ancestor nearly four hundred yearsin her grave.
"Savethe gibberish for the gullible," | said, my voice harsh with the rawness of fresh memory.

Her eyes snapped open. Refocused. Her brow furrowed. "Y ou are angry, Mr. Haim. What did |
sy?

| snorted, feeling some control of the situation pass back to me. "Some fortune-teller; you want meto
do your divination for you."

She stared at me for along moment. Then: "Why don’ you ask your wifeto join us?

Now | wasangry. "My wifeisdead."

"She must betired of waitingindecar.”

Likeaflash fire, the anger was suddenly gone but ataste of ashes remained in my mouth. "I don't
believein ghosts.”

"Or vampires? Or werewolves? Or legitimate psychics?' She amiled, white teeth erupting into a
gleaming crescent in her dark face.

"Who areyou?' | asked, risng shakily to my fet.

"Mama Samm D'Arbonne. Siddown, chére; I'm not gonna hurt you."

"What do you want?"

"Detrut', Mr. Haim. Detrut' isdwaysimportant.”

"And what do you do with the truth?"

"Depend on who it help and who it hurt. Keep it secret, mostly.”

"Why?"

"Weadl have our reasons, chére. De Prince of Wallachiahad hiswhen helet you live—gave you a
st of new identities and de money to lead anew existence down herein Louziana."

"And what are yours?'

"Asl| told you before, | have certain clients who are curious.”

"Curious?'

"About you. Who you are. What you are. Why you've come here. What you intend to do.”

"And now you can tdll them, right?" | moved back so that my chair was added to the furniture
between us.

"'Cantdl'isnot the same as'will tell.' As| said, | keep secrets, mosly.”

"Modly?'

A cat jJumped up on the cushioned arm of her chair unacknowledged as she nodded and repeated:
"Mosly." The cat should have been a Chocolate-point Siamese except for onething. . . .

"Your cat hastwo tails.”

Mama Samm turned to consder the Samese and it jumped into her ams. "Ah, my Taishi isusualy
too shy to enter dis room while astranger is on the premises. Y ou must have an unusud affinity for cats,
Mr. Haim. It'snot every day dat Shotoku Taishi presents himsalf so boldly." She stroked its head asit
regarded me with pale blue eyesthat lent intensity to its cool appraisal.

"It's not every day that one seesacat with twotails," | said, taking another, shaky step backward.

"An interesting mutation,” Mama Samm agreed. "It isextremdy rare. Did you know dat de ancient
legends of Japan held dat deir vampires could assume de form of acat? De one distinguishing difference
between such unnaturd felines and normal cats was de Japanese vampires dways had two tails."

"No kidding," | said, fumbling for the doorknob behind me.

"Mr. Csdjthe. . . ." There was something in her voice, the way she said my name, that locked my legs
onthethreshold." ... Your nameishers. . .."



It wasn't just achill: an entire army was conducting close order drill on top of my grave.

"...ButdeLoasay that her blood . . . is not yours."

"Who?' | could hardly get the question out again. Maybe because | didn't want to ask it in thefirst
place.

"Y ou know who, Mr. Csgthe. The legacy you bestow islife. Hersis death. Marinette Bois-Cheche
will haunt your dreams until you unmask her. Before she devoursyou.”

"That's not her red name," | said stubbornly. "And if we're talking about who | think weretalking
about, shedied in 1614."

"Y ou do not know her real name, you only think you do. Do not forget that sheisaliar. She has
awaysbeen aliar. Her true power isin those she deceives. Do not give her your power, aswell.”

"Your accent isdipping,” | said.

"TheLoasay onemorething. . . ."

"Chatty folk, these luau.”

"They say thisisvery important. They say you must save the child twice and bury the dead three
times!"

What do you say to that?

There was nothing to say to that.

| forced my feet to carry me away from the fearful quaity of her voice. | was careful not to dam the
door. And | tried to exhibit dignity and decorum as | walked back to my car.

Mosdtly | tried to not break into a panic-stricken run.

The 1950 Mercury Club Coupé crouched in Mama Samm's rutted driveway like a prehistoric
panther. The chopped roofline, narrow tinted windows, and minimal chrome chasing were swallowed up
in the darker than black paint job that would render it practicaly invisible after sunsst—astate | wanted
to achieve soonest. Siding behind the whed, | counted to seven before turning the key in theignition and
pressing the starter button.

"Sowhat did you think?" Jenny asked asthe engine growled to life.

"Y ou know what | think," | growled inturn as| backed the car up the long, hedged drive toward the
main road. "Y ou wereright there ins de my head through the whole visit."

She sghed but remained invisible, Sitting in the passenger's sedt. "Eventudly, you're going to haveto
break down and admit that | am not just avirus-induced hallucination. Look . . ." The passenger window
rolled itself down. "How could | do that if I'm not redl?"

| leaned my head againgt the whedl and reminded mysdlf that | was doing nothing more than
conducting an interna conversation . . . externdly. "Some of the by-products of my dtered brain
chemidtry are certain telekinetic abilities," | announced to the empty seet. "'If | can transport my body
aong the dreampaths, | can certainly fiddle with acar window without twesaking any of my conscious
brancdls”

"Car," shesaid as| gtarted to back onto the main road. As| hit the brakes, agold Dodge Stratus
popped into view from around the curve.

"Doesn't prove anything,” | muttered as| got turned around and headed back toward town.

"Check the answering machine when we get home, Darling. Y ou've got a couple of cdlsthat sound
promising. They were both long distance so | think your web pageis starting to pay off."

"What do you mean ‘promisng'?"
"Thefirgt was an invitation to investigate a purported haunting in Tulsa, Oklahoma. The second was
from Kansas City, Missouri. Something about amissng mummy."

"Missng mummy?'



"Uh huh. Couple named Satterfield. Said they had amummy that was stolen out of their house. Since
owning adead body isnot exactly legd, they couldn't exactly report the crime to the authorities.”

"l see," | said. "And when did this unreported crime take place?"

"About six months ago. They said they had loaned an authentic copy of the Scroll of Thoth to an
acquaintance the day before their mummy disappeared. Redlly, Chris; you need to do amuch better job
of cleaning up after yoursdf inthe futurel”

"Hey, | had no ideathat the scroll would even work, much less have any long-distance periphera
Sde-effects”

"Ignoranceisno excuse," sheargued. "Y ou sill have an obligation to aformer client to tidy up.”

| cleared my throat. " Sounds like a pretty detailed answering machine message.”

"| picked up during the call,” shesaid. "I told them | wasyour secretary.”

"You can't dothat,” | said.

"Why? Because I'm only a subconscious manifestation of your deteriorating psyche?!

"Something like that. How come you're dtill invisible? No one can see you but me.”

"| didn't want to distract you while you're driving."

"Didract me?'

"I'm not wearing any underwesr.”

"How could | tell?*

"I'm not wearing anything else dther.”

| thought about that. ™Y ou're not redl.”

"You certainly didn't act that way last night."

| glanced at my watch at the next intersection and decided | had time for my evening run before
heading back to the office. Glancing to theright, | noticed odd bits of anatomy starting to materiaizein
the passenger area.

"Darling, did you know that the French term for orgasm literdly means ‘'the little desth?"

"Yourenot red, Jen."

"We should be home in another twenty minutes. Then you'll have another opportunity to prove your
glly littletheory."

| shook my head. "You'renot redl,” | repeated. "And | have stuff to do.”

"Stuff . .." | heard her say.

"Can't miss my workout. Sun's going down and I've got to drop some tape off at the office and
review my casdload. If | don't stick to my schedule, I'll gart blowing off the exercise at every little
opportunity.”

"Just remember that you were the one who used the phrase 'little opportunity.' "

| switched on my turn sgna and began humming " Strangersin the Night."



Chapter Two

The Witch of Cachtice remained on my mind as| jogged into the gloaming.

Gloaming. What alovely word for that degpening purple twilight between the setting of the sun and
the actud fdl of night. My state of mind, however, was anything but lovely as skies downshifted from
azureto indigo and thefirg stars of the evening faded into timorous glimmers.

Of dl the mumbo-jumbo that the so-cdled fortune-teller had thrown a me, that one phrase continued
to burnin my mind. What d'se had she cdled her? Marinette Bois-Cheche? | waan't familiar with the
reference but she had mentioned the "L oa" and that meant VVodoun or voodoo. I'd haveto do alittle
research from that angle, maybe drive down to New Orleans this weekend.

Or, better yet, fly to Haiti, | decided, loping back up onto the sidewalk as a car approached. Aside
from the assumption that the idand source materia would be purer, | knew there was avampire enclave
down in the Big Easy—reason enough to not make areturn visit.

While Haiti had its own supernatura blood-drinkers—specificaly the mauvais airs and the mauvais
nanm of voodoo origin, and such West Indiesimports asthe loogaroo of Grenada, the asema of
Surinam, and the sukuyan of Trinidad—I doubted that the idand had any organized demesne system.
The Crescent City enclave wasn't much on structure either but, sooner or later, every badass vampire
wannabe decided to make the pilgrimage and few were said to return. Perversely, | was probably safer
in the jungles of an dien nation than the back streets of an American tourist trap.

Mama Cs§the didn't raise no dummy.
Unless you count my buying any part of Mama Samm's sdeshow act.

The car passed by and | hopped off the sidewalk, sprinted across the street, and cut across a vacant
lot. The streetlights were old and mostly out of order in this section of town, whichwaswhy | liked to run
here. Even though | didn't huff and puff anymore, | detested being on display for the neighbors. The only
thing | hated worse than jogging out in the open was running laps on afixed track where the repetitive
scenery isdightly less boring than watching the Golf Channel on cable.

A row of decrepit shotgun houses|oomed ahead. Their coffinlike silhouettes provided an appropriate
backdrop to my thoughts as | considered Mama Samm's velled warnings and her troubling reference to
Marinette Bois-Cheche.

The"Witch of Cachtice” made sensein only one context.

Theruins of acastle remain today in the Slovak Republic—Cachtice, Slovakia, to be precise. Once
upon atimeit lay within the borders of Hungary and was known by a different name. It was the ancestra
home of Countess Erzsébet Béthory, who practiced the dark arts and came to believe that the blood of
virginswould keep her eternally young and beautiful. During the opening years of the seventeenth century,
she murdered over Six hundred young women, practicing abominable tortures and draining their bodies of
blood for her horrific beauty regimen.

Mama Samm'’s admonition to "unmask the whore of Babylon before she puts her red dress on” might
have made sense four hundred years ago. But the infamous Blood Countess of Hungary died, walled up



in her dark tower, in 1614. How could that have anything to do with me?
Other than the fact that the Béthory castle had two names.
Today it isknown as Cachtice in the Slovak tongue.
In Erzsébet'stime, the Hungarians called it Castle Csgjthe.

Five blocks up and one over was the Community of Christ church.

| took a shortcut through along aleyway, going from late evening to near midnight conditionsin one
swell foop. Asthe sdewalls of the dley blocked even the ambient light, my vision shifted over into the
infrared spectrum without conscious thought. Perhaps it was areflexive response to the sudden darkness.
Or maybe the thrumming rhythms of the physical act of running triggered ancient predatory presetsin my
hindbrain. No matter, | went with it. | needed the practice and it made the scenery more interesting.

Imagine humidity asacolor: blackish red. With swirls of dark purple like eddies of smoky black light.
Mindful of the glimmering yelow splotches sgnifying the therma decay processes of rotting garbage, |
thought about dropping by to seeif anyonewasin thislatein the evening. | dodged the small red-orange
heat signatures of rats scurrying adong the dley walls and recaled that the Book of Revelation in the New
Testament said something about the "Whore of Babylon." If memory served, there was even something
about ared dress or something. Maybe the pastor would be available for a quick Sunday school lesson.

Maybe we could have anice friendly chat about eterna damnation and whether the blood of Christ
could wash away the sins of those who must take bloody communion from human hosts.

Theissues of sin and salvation were abruptly back-burnered: | was not alone.

Two human-shaped openings knelt in the crimson-flecked migts. The victim was aflickering
ydlow-orange, like a candle flame dowly guttering down. The executioner was adark holein the reddish
curtain, itsflesh too cool to register asa hest signature.

Too cool to bedive.

Wrong shortcut! | decided asit turned a dark, head-shaped emptiness up to stare at me. | whirled
and ran the other way.

At the mouth of the aley where the warm darkness shied away from the icy wash of a corner street
lamp, | stumbled against agarbage can. | dropped out of the infrared spectrum and shifted back to
normal vison.

What are the odds? | wondered, shifting from a sprint to an al-out run. Move to ancther city,
another state, complete change of identity, paper trail erased: abrand new friggin' lifeand | run into one
of them by accident!

| kicked it up anotch so that | was doing twenty-five, maybe thirty mph.

Once upon atime | had taken up jogging as ahealthy pastime. That wasin another lifetime. In my
present incarnation | ran more to aleviate my boredom than to condition my transforming flesh. Except
now | was anything but bored and was literally running for my life: two birdswith one stone, asit were.

The sun had been down an hour but the temperature still hovered in the mid nineties. The edges of
my vision still registered in the infrared band and the pavement glowed brick red out of the corners of my
eyes.

How could | have been so supid?

If hot summer nights had seemed a soothing balm for my too-cool flesh, wouldn't it be dl the more
atractive to those whose bodies had grown eterndly cold? In thinking of my own comfort, | had
probably raised the odds of this encounter by a hundredfold. | glanced over my shoulder, expecting
pursuit. Saw none. Swung my attention back to the front and saw him come floating down, out of the
night sky, like alunétic Peter Pan.

Black chinos, black shirt and shoes, black duster: avery Goth Peter Pan and overdressed for the



Season, to boot.

| braked, leaving gummy streaks of rubber sole on the hot asphalt. Then | cut to theright, turning
down a side street, and picked up speed. Six blocks ahead and two streets over | could see an on-ramp
for the highway.

He elected to catch up to me on foot. | think it was intended to spook me; his running just ahead of
me, turned backward to converse asif we were participantsin acasua stroll—not running at breakneck
speed down adarkened city street.

"My, but youre afast one," he hissed with grinning, bloody lips. "I like it when the rabbit triesto run a
bit."

"Doyou?" | puffed. Ten more minutes of thisand | might break out in a sweat—an increasingly rare
experienceinmy "after” life.

Now that | had the occasiona street lamp to manage the "visible" spectrum, | could make out a
face—doughy, round features overlaid with aruddy glow, and overly prominent eyes. His sunburned
appearance had nothing to do with the sun and his bulgy eyeballsweren't tied to athyroid condition.
Rather, he'd overfed just moments before and so he was no longer motivated by hunger.

Hewas just tidying up; making sure there would be no witnesses.

"What isyour name, little bunny?'

Not that hewasin abig hurry, you understand. Like many predators, he liked to play with the prey.

"Bugs,”" | answered, trying not to "puff" too much.

"What . .. 7" My lack of terror was throwing him alittle off-baance.

"Can you say 'Wascally wabbit'?" | asked.

And shoved him. Hard. He wasn't expecting it and his momentum carried him down in atumble that
sounded none too gentle for the parked car at the side of the road.

Now | ran asfast as my lungswould permit, inadequate draughts of air rasping in and out of my chest
like afiery crankshaft. | started up the on-ramp. If there had been more than one of him, | would've been
dead aready.

"Lit-tle bun-neseee!"

And even with only one, it was just amatter of time.

He settled across my back and shoulderslike a stack of cold, wet, woolen blankets, riding melikea
grotesque jockey. He was surprisingly light, but far too strong for me to didodge on my own.

"Little bun-nee" he whispered with asniggering giggle, hiswet lips closeto my ear, closer to my
neck. | threw mysdf down, twisting in midair and thrusting with my legsto ensurealong, diding skid
before | stopped.

It hurt!

It would have hurt alot moreif | hadn't put the vampire between the concrete and myself as| went
down. | tumbled to my feet and limped the last dozen yards onto Interstate 20.

Traffic waslight: acouple of semisand adozen or S0 cars and pickup trucks. Playing dodge-em at
60 mph was better odds than what | had just left behind. As| ran, jumped, and spun across three lanes
of traffic, | found it odd that no one swerved. | expected the sound of horns and the squedl of brakes but
the drivers seemed oblivious to my presence. Reaching the concrete divider, | risked a glance back.

The creature stood at the entrance to the freeway, directing his attention to the oncoming traffic. He
was obvioudy concentrating, using vampiric mind control to delete my image from the drivers
consciousness. For al intents and purposes, | wasinvisible for the moment! He turned hisfaceto the
right as| vaulted the divider, clouding the minds of motoristsin the eastbound lanes, now.

| took my time as the traffic was heavier and he wasn't moving for the moment. As| reached the far
sde | risked another glance back and saw him launch himself into midair, off of the hood of a sedan that



had dowed on the ramp. | climbed over the Side of the elevated highway, dangling some three stories
above the ground as he salled across four lanes, headed directly for me. A large semi in thefifth lane
intercepted him as| let go. Therewas asqual of surprise and rage heading eastbound with the truck
while | prayed for only abroken arm or didocated shoulder on the way down: either was survivable,
while abroken leg or ankle would leave me helpless until he returned. The semi had only bought me
some time—jprobably seconds rather than minutes.

Power cables broke my fall. Threelines of dectrica burns across my back and buttocks, aflash, a
pop, and | was thrown under the overpass. | rolled, trying to minimize the impact and discourage my
snged clothing from bursting into flame. Came up on my feet. Took two steps. Fell down again.

The buzzing in my head diminished after afew momentsand | regained some motor control in my left
leg. | creaked to my feet and staggered into an ungainly sort of run, barely ressting the impulseto lisp:
"Sanctuary . .. sanctuary . . ." in abad Charles Laughton impression.

There werelights up ahead and | was staggering across a parking lot when the creature came floating
back down some twenty yards ahead of me.

His clothes were torn, transforming the black-on-black Goth look to more of apunk statement. His
face was bruised and one hand bloodied. The semi had made someimpression, at least. So had I: "What
are you?' he pondered, hisgoogly eyes narrowing.

"I'm what goes bump in the night, Junior,” | growled. | hunched forward, hands on skinned knees,
and considered my next move as he contemplated his.

"Y ou're too warm to be one of us," he mused, "but not warm enough to be human . . ."
"Sticks and stones."
"Killing you would be prudent but . . ."

"But?' He was stronger and faster and it was amiracle that | was il breathing, so | wasn't making
plans past the next thirty seconds.

" ... Youmay haveyour uses."

Uses?| was beyond fear, now, and edging into serioudy pissed off. "What isit with you guys and the
black-is-the-only-col or-in-my-spectrum get-ups?' | snarled. "If it isn't black trench coats and
eye-shadow, it'sleather and chains."

"Black isthe color of death," heintoned, saying it like some bad Vincent Price impression. He pulled
acdlular phonefrom his pocket, activated it and punched in anumber.

"Color of desth, my ass" | hissed, Htill trying to re-inflate my lungs. "Color of brain-damaged losers
who watch too much MTV and think alack of fashion sense makes them look dangerous. Too bad
Wa-Mart doesn't carry a Pretend-1'm-A-Badass line; that way you wouldn't have to accessorize at
Dweebs-R-Us."

He cursed and shook the phone. Between our little tusse and his unexpected ride on the semi, it was
apparently DOA.

"Hey," | said, bracing mysdlf, "even Marilyn Manson moved on to color and spandex: get aclue.”
As he attempted to return it to his pocket, he was off-balance for al of four seconds.

| hit him with my shoulder on the third. He went down and | went right over him. If I'd been wearing
pantsingtead of jogging shorts he would have snagged me. Insteed, long clawlike nailsraked my leg and
clutched my left Reebok. | eft it in his grasp, sprinting across manicured grounds and rounding the corner
of the next building. A door was open! | legpt for it and nearly collided with an elderly black couple who
werejust emerging. A twisting pirouette and | was safely insde!

Hewas right behind me standing on the steps, hands clenching and unclenching in impotent fury. |
glanced over my shoulder and saw the large, wooden cross on the back wall of the entrance hdl. Felt a
smile start to bloom across my face: he couldn't enter a church. | turned back and saw that he was
aready gone. Just aswell: | wastoo spent to gloat.



"Sir, areyou afriend of the family?’

| turned again and found myself face-to-tie-clasp with one of the deacons. Or so | assumed. Hewas
tall and elderly with pale, seamy features and a snowy pompadour such as only amature, Southern
gentleman can properly cultivate. He wore aplain, black suit and tie, sharply contrasted by a crisp white
shirt and the man, himsdlf, was nearly as monochromeatic as his appardl.

"Beg pardon?’ | asked, resisting the urge to grab my trembling knees, tuck my head down and gasp
for air.

"Areyou afriend of the family?" he asked once more.

"Um, sure,” | said cautioudy, hoping that, whatever family | was claiming association with, it would
be large enough to alow me unobtrusive passage. . . .

"Would you care to sign the book, then, sir?"

It took me another moment to figure the trgjectory from his gesture: an ornate guest book sat atop a
podium near the doorway to theright.

"Um, sure. | took acouple of steps and recalled that one of my shoes was outside, near the edge of
the parking lot. In fact, | was suddenly aware that, overdl, my appearance and apparel were hardly
appropriate for achurch service.

Or afunerd.

A closer look at my surroundings revesled that | wasn't as safe as| first assumed. A church enjoys
the automatic presumption of "holy ground” and, therefore, out of boundsto creatures of darkness. A
funeral home, despiteits religious symbols and servicesfor families of the departed, is adebatable edifice
on the sacred footage issue. The vampire had not followed me across the threshold, but then it couldn't
follow me across any doorstep unlessit received an invitation to enter.

While this might have been an impediment in the nervous North, we were down here in the sociable
South: al that ole fang face needed to do was amble around to the back door, knock, and ask
permission to comein. Sanctuary would give way to sanction.

The deacon cleared histhroat behind me. | hurried to the guest book and grabbed the ballpoint pen
that was glued to the bleached ostrich feather. Having spent the past six months living under an assumed
name, | suddenly found mysalf unable to concoct another fake moniker: Caving in under the pressure, |
sgned my real name, figuring no one here was going to attach any significance to Christopher L.
Csithessignature.

Outside of taking alittle detour through Weir, Kansas, ayear or so back, it would prove to be one of
the biggest mistakes of my life.

"WEell be closing in twenty minutes,” the deacon intoned, nodding toward the doorway to the
vidtation rooms. "Thefunerd istomorrow morning. Ten o'clock.” He looked at me expectantly.

Expecting me to turn and bolt out the front door, most likely.

| glanced out at the darkness beyond the double entry doors: not bloody likely! My best bet wasto
find ahiding place and wait till an hour before sunrise. | turned and limped through the side doorway to
the vigtation rooms.

So much for low profile: | wasn't the only white person in attendance but the three or four of uswere
adistinct minority. A young black woman in her twenties was surrounded by athrong of young men who
seemed to be competing for the opportunity to offer solace. Other faces turned and began to notice the
banged-up white guy in the scorched tank top and running shorts. | kept moving, trying not to step on the
flailing laces of my remaining shoe, and ducked into an adjoining room.

It was blessedly empty—if you didn't count the open casket at the far end. | limped over to achair
next to the coffin and started to retie my shoelace then decided to just chuck the whole footwear thing.

| sat down heavily and tried to let my lungs catch up to the rest of my body. Asmy respiration
dowed, | thought about Mama Samm D'Arbonne's warning. What had she said? Something about Je



Rouge—arough trandation suggested "the blush™ but 1'd heard the phrase used once beforein amore
compel ling context. It was during alecture on Haitian VVodoun. Je Rouge wasthe name given to
cannibaligtic, evil spirits by the boku or sorcerers who invoked them. The interpretation meant, quite
literdly, "Red Eyes™"

Which certainly seemed to fit my fanged foe.

What else had she said? That it was hunting for the Goo-goo Battleaxe—or something like that. |
should have paid more attention.

So now what?

Scoot out the back door or find ahiding place and wait until morning? The deacon would be closing
up shop shortly and | needed to find abroom closet if | was going to stay. As| straightened up, | glanced
down into the open casket. An elderly black man wearing a brown suit lay in repose. ™Y ou wouldn't
happen to know where they keep the broom closets around here, would you?' | murmured.

Wrinkled eydidstwitched, did upwards, yellowed eyesrolled in the corpse's sockets, focused on
me

"Uh!" | said. The question had been implicitly rhetorica.

A skinny arm shot up and dark, cold fingers closed on my wrist before | could react. "Bairrr,” the old
man croaked, "rrunnn . . ."

"Ohmama" | said.

"'Tect...of enge..."

"Say what?" | tried to pull back but the old corpse's grip waslike refrigerated iron.
"Baarronnn . . ." The dead jaw creaked audibly asit tried to form the words.
"Hey!" said avoice from behind me.

"Pro-tect,” the dead guy was saying.

"What are you doin"? Get away from there!"

| glanced over my shoulder. It was one of the consolers from next door. He was alot bigger than me
and looked more angry than anguished, now. "What the hdll you doin', man?’

| turned, trying to show that | wasn't the one doing the doin'. Maybe he couldn't believe his eyes—I
knew | couldntt.

"Mosesl Elvin! Some cracker is messin' with Mr. Ddacroix!"

Maybe it was one of those perspective-based opticd illusions. the two guys who appeared in the
doorway behind him looked big enough to push thefirst guy around in agtroller. The only way this could
get any worse was if the vampire came back.

Therewasablur of black and white at the edge of my vision and my luck for the evening wasjust
about complete.

No oneis here. Although the cresture's lips did not move, his thoughts echoed through the room like
apublic address system on the edge of feedback. Leave this room and close the door behind you.

The three mourners shuffled backward like extrasin an extremely corny zombie movie from the '40s.

Forget what you have seen. . . .

Or as Oz, the great and powerful, had once thundered: "Pay no attention to that man behind the
curtain!”

The door closed and it was just the two of us. Or three, counting Mr. Delacroix. Who | suddenly

redlized had released my wrist. Trouble was, the vampire was now between me and the two exitsfrom
the room.

"Nice" | said. "A red 'Men In Black' sort of thing. How about | forget what I've seen, too?I'll go
close the other door.” | took a step.



Instantaneoudy, he was across the room, damming into me like afreight train. | went down with the
thing on top of me, Mr. Delacroix and his casket landing on top of us both.

Then, just as suddenly, he was off of me. | didn't waste time looking around to see why. | took off on
al fours, plowing through a clutch of folding chairs on my way to the other exit.

| dmost madeit.

The vampire caught me three feet from the doorway and threw meinto thewall. Or through it—it
was only double Sheetrock with two-by-four bracing, after al. But | wasin luck: | had found the broom
clost.

A taloned hand reached in and clutched my leg.
Y anked.

| grabbed amaop on the way back out and dammed it across the newly made opening, hating my
momentum. Momentarily. As| chinned mysdf into a Sitting position, he yanked again and the mop handle
snapped in two with aloud crack. As| exited the closet, feet-firt, it seemed obvious who was going to
mop the floor with whom. But as he climbed on top of me and bared hisfangs, he got careless. Heaso
got the jagged end of abroken mop handle planted in his chest. He screeched and fell backward. |
scrambled up and headed once more for the second exit.

Thistime | madeit. | ran down a connecting halway and found myself in the chapel. Dodging
between the pews, | had amost reached the podium at the front when | heard afamiliar hiss behind me.
To quotemy redltor, "location is everything": | had evidently missed the mongter's heart.

Rounding the podium, | cut to the left, behind an ornate screen of carved wood. As| reached for the
door set inthefar wall, the vampire crashed through the screen and into me. | crashed through the door
and we both went tumbling down aflight of stairsinto the basement.

Thevamp was gill stronger and faster than | was but, surprisingly, | wasthe first one back up on my
feet. Maybe | just had more experiencein taking punishment. | saw adoor to my left and aheavier,
reinforced door to my right: | gambled on the oneto theright. | dammed it behind me and fumbled for
the lock.

There was no lock.
| fumbled for thelight switch.
Therewasalight switch.

| had just enough time to take in the generd layout of the mortuary's workroom and vault the first
embaming table as the vampire kicked the reinforced door off its hinges.

He stalked into the room and glared a me, now crouched between the stedl table legs. No mocking
amile, no "little bunny” now; he had findly figured out that, despite my appearance, | was more dangerous
than ahuman. And the mop handle through his chest had pushed his need for fresh blood to adangerous
level. | wouldn't catch him off guard again.

Sowly, deliberately, he reached over and flipped off the light switch, plunging the room back into
darkness.

Unlike the hot, humid air outside, the embal ming room was kept cool by refrigeration unitsthat were
separate from the centrd air system serving the rest of the building. That kept the room temperature in the
upper fiftiesfor the customers who passed through for their find cosmetics. With the lights off, he could
gl see my heat Sgnature in the infrared spectrum. Down in this air-conditioned bunker, | had the
disadvantage: he wasn't warm enough to register as a heat source and the surrounding air wasn't warm
enough to offer a contrasting backdrop.

Blind man'sbluff and | was"it."

| rolled under the embaming table as he vaulted it in turn, his heels smacking down on thetiled floor
where my head had been a second before. | upended the table, throwing some four hundred pounds of
sted over and onto my undead assailant. | heard him tossit asde as| fell across asecond table. The



metal edge knocked half the wind out of me but, more discomfiting, this one was aready occupied.
Ingtinctively, | flung mysdf to theleft and the vampire smashed againgt my former location, sending the
dead body flying in one direction and the heavy structure careening in another.

A light glimmered at the far end of the room, atiny wisp of blue-gold flame. | sstumbled toward
it—stumbled being the operative word as | caught my toe on some unknown part of a corpse's anatomy.
As| went sprawling, | felt the intimate breeze of someone passing just overhead.

He caught up with mejust before | reached the glimmering light. | was dammed againgt the
wall—brick thistime and not asforgiving. As| did downward, the rough surface pegling my cheek likea
cheese grater, | grasped adim projection. A knoblike handle. It twisted in my hand and the tiny flicker of
the pilot light erupted into multiple rings of flaming gasjets behind oven-tempered glass.

Asanicy claw closed around my throat, | looked a my assailant'sfacein theflickering light. Hislips
were split and one eye was puffed shut. He grimaced and | was rewarded with the sight of one and ahalf
fangsinstead of two, now.

| tugged futilely at hiswrist with my right hand while my left scrabbled behind me for leverage. | found
another handle, pulled down. The door of the crematory oven creaked open and, with a puff of hot air,
the flickering light intengfied. His eyeswidened, the puffy one showing alittleiris, now: rings of red
surrounding the pupils glowed with a crimson incandescence.

"Red eyes," | croaked.

"Je Rouge," intoned a dead voice from just behind the monster's head. A cold, dark hand appeared
and pried the vampire'sfingers from my throat. He whirled and another dark hand clasped his shoulder,
tearing him away from me and into a stranger's embrace. Mr. Delacroix had come, it seemed, to cut in
and demand his own dance with the devil.

| eased aside as the dead man forced the vampire toward the open oven. The monster struggled and
snarled, dashing at the corpse'sthroat with histeeth. Dark flesh tore but no blood emerged, just the dow
trickle of embaming fluid dripping down and tinting the edge of Delacroix's collar apae green.

"Baron. . ." thedead man croaked. The vampire twisted and squirmed in his grasp. Hisface
swiveled from the vampiresto mine. " Baruhhhnnn."”

"Y ou talking to me? Are you talking to me?' Greet: two dead guys are dancing the tango and I'm
doing Travis Bickleimpressons.

" ... Baarruuhhhnnn. . "

"What!"

"...Aboon..."

"Boon?'

"...Abargan..."

"Bargan?'

" ...Protect...my...daughter ..." Helifted the vampire off of thefloor and threw him
headfirst into the crematory oven. The creature screeched and spun, clambering out like a great, smoking
gpider. Delacroix pushed him back intotheflames. ™ . . . Avenge. .. me. . ." Heblocked the vampire's
second attempt to escape and, shoving the undead thing back once more, climbed into the oven to hold
himinthefire

"Promise...me...Baron!" Deacroix bellowed asthe vampire exploded in flames. A grest jet of
fire shot out from the oven's opening like agreat blowtorch and | blistered my hands getting the
stedl-and-tempered-glass door to close over it.

"l promise," | whispered to the writhing knot of flames on the other sde of the glass.

| heard the sound of footfalls on the stairs.

Timeto leave



Chapter Three

Once upon atime my barbarian ancestors roamed large portions of east central Europe—sort of like
the bison's dominance of the North American prairie before the coming of the white man. My forebears
probably would have liked that analogy. In fact, it worked on more than one level. But, rather than run
down thelist for an gppalling side-by-s de comparison between those lumbering smelly beasts and aherd
of buffalo, just trust me: there are worse things to be compared to.

Like my great-to-the-something-power, great-grandmother for instance. . .

Asif to punctuate my ancestra musings, the wind suddenly shifted as| limped toward home. An
odor even worse than a hoard of unwashed Hun settled over the areaas the local paper mill cranked up
an olfactory distraction from the aches and pains wrought by my evening's dance with the dead.

If you've never experienced the airy fragrance of apaper mill when the smokestacks go on-linethen |
invite you to picture acute little baby.

With an overfull bladder.

Now imagine the wettest, soggiest baby diaper it's ever been your misfortune to change—no baby
putty, drictly "number one." But alot of "number one.” And in an old-fashioned cloth digper, none of
those sissy, disposable, paper-and-plastic jobs. Next, take that sopping, dribbling diaper and, without
wringing or rinsng, deposit it into alarge plastic bag. Sed the bag so that it's airtight. Place the bag
outsidein the hot sun for three or four hours. At the end of that time remove the digper from the bag.

Findly, place the empty bag over your head.

That's avague gpproximation of what it's like when the industria venting process and the local wind
patterns collaborate: thiswasturning into such a specid night for me.

My driveway was along winding tunnel through ahaf-mile of trees and shrubbery to my property.
Actually, the half-mile of trees and shrubbery was my property too, but my philosophy isif you don't
have to mow it, weed it, or water it, you can call it God's property and cross another set of worries off
your maintenancelis.

Asl| staggered closer to the roadside entrance, | found the way well it by a column of flame.

Firesin the night. More reminders of my ancient relatives, the Hun. Now there was a group who
knew how to keep the darkness at bay with the application of large quantities of combustibles. Of course
the people they overran would say they brought alot of the darkness with them. Jenny claimed that my
"doesn't play well with others' attitude came from the sgp that flowed through my family tree from the
rootsup. Hey, at least | didn't go around raping and looting and pillaging and burning down entire
villages

At least not yet, anyways.

| limped over and looked down the incline where the ground fell away from the road and did into the
tree line—which iswhat someone's automobile had tried to do. The Lexus had |eft the pavement and the



steepness of the hillsde had just carried it dong until it met unmovable objectsin the form of afive-pine
cluster. The crumpled car must have ignited on impact and now the flameslicked at the overhanging
branches somethirty feet intheair.

In the distance | could hear gpproaching Srens. agood thing as a haf-hour from now we would likely
have a birthday effect spreading to the rest of the woods. Think mint cake with flaming candlesfor a
five-hundred-year-old giant.

| thought about how much the Hun would have liked that. My own blood was too diluted by the
intervening generaions: | hoped the fire would be out very soon. Maybe somewhere back along thelinel
had an ancestor who was adopted. Preferably after greet-times-something grandmamma.

She descended from one of the largest and most powerful clans, the Gutkeleds, who occupied
territories that would eventudly become Poland, Hungary, Slovakia, Romania, and a couple of quaint
fiefdoms named Walachiaand Transylvania

Cataloging my family registry kept my mind off the pain that jarred through my leg, back, and ribsas
| hobbled along home. | turned and gimped back across the road and oriented on my property line.

Wherewas|1?Ohyeah . . . by the thirteenth century the Gutkel eds had given up the nomadic, tribal
lifestyle and become landowners. They aso went for aname change, adopting the moniker of one of their
"edtates." Theword Béator meant "vaiant"—had anice ring to it—and, somewhere dong the way, it
became Béthory.

Maybe, | pondered, there was something in aname since the Bathorys grew in power and influence,
producing anumber of notable personages. There was Stephen Béathory, aloya adherent of John | of
Hungary. In 1529, he became voivode of Transylvania—more governor than warlord by that time. His
youngest son, aso named Stephan but with an "a," became king of Poland in 1575—which alowed his
brother, Christopher, to succeed him as prince of Transylvania.

| turned off the main road and started up my long and winding drive asthefirst fire truck flickered
around acurvein the distance.

Alas, in-breeding produced aflip sdeto dl thisroya success, surfacing when Christopher married
Elizabeth, sster of Stephen Bocskay .

Sigismund Béthory, his son and successor, seemed of the opinion that sanity was somewhat
overrated. That attitude may have actualy helped his political ambitions. In 1594, he crushed the
pro-Turkish faction of nobles and was recognized by the Holy Roman Emperor, Rudolf 11, asa
hereditary prince. Court intrigues proved abit more challenging than kicking Turkish ass and taking
names. Siggy abdicated in favor of the Hapsburg king of Hungary in 1597, then came back to assume
power in 1598. He then abdicated again the following year in favor of hiscousin, Andrew Cardina
Béthory, who died that same year so he had to be "coaxed" out of retirement a second time. With the
help of Stephen Bocskay, he returned to power asavassal of Sultan Muhammad 111 but abdicated (
finally, thistime) in 1602—once morein favor of Rudolf—and retired to Silesa. Maybe he wasn't crazy,
just conflicted.

And maybe | wasn't tired to the point of hallucination: Maybe there was someone waking up the
driveway, ahead of me.

The encompassing trees and encroaching shrubbery effectively blocked ninety percent of the moon
and gtarlight. The flames from the wrecked car and the flashing red and blue lights from the emergency
vehicles gave mejust enough ambient illumination to see that the figure was man-sized. It didn't reved
whether it was man-shaped. But it appeared to be moving up the drive, away from me.

| thought about caling to him—not that | could be sureit wasevena"him." | decided, instead, to
close some of the distance while "he" was still unaware of my presence. | picked up my pace and, as|
limped aong, adetached portion of my mind continued to review the Béthory legecy.

Gabrid Béthory was anephew of Andrew Cardina Béthory, who became prince of Transylvaniain
1608. His efforts to become the " Carpathian Cdigula’ eventually provoked arebellion by the nobles.



Since impeachment was a political concept whose time had not yet come, he was conveniently murdered.
He did manage one notable accomplishment before the nobles served the ultimate recall petition: by
marrying his niece Sophiato George R&kaczy |1, he oversaw the union of these two noble families. Some
say the R&kdczy line has never been the same.

Up ahead, my "quarry” seemed to be having as much difficulty walking as | was—perhaps he had
lost his shoes, too. Thiswas silly: stalking an unknown pedestrian in the dark. | decided to approach him
but | was determined to do it carefully. In my experience, the Twilight Zone still lurks around certain
corners. Too bad Rod Serling's dead and gone: more than once | would have benefited from his
gentorian warning—L ook, there's the signpost up ahead. . . .

In Erzsébet's case, the warning signswere in place before she was even born. Her mama, Anna
Béthory, married Gaspar Dragfy and gave him two sons: Janos and Gyorgy. History is closemouthed
about the details but Gaspar died in 1545. Then Annamoved on to hubby number two: Antal Drugeth.
He died shortly theregfter. In 1553, she married her cousin, Baron Gyorgy Béthory, then gave birth to
four more children before the Baron croaked in 1570. Again, no details were forthcoming in my reading
but, given Annas run on husbands, | would be more inclined to hire a cook than let that woman
anywhere near the kitchen.

Thinking of kitchens, mine was nearby and my stomach was starting to rumble in anticipation of some
much-needed sustenance. | was a so close enough to my target for him to know he was being stalked.
He was either one cool customer or stone-cold deef.

Which brings meto "stone cold" Erzsébet, better known in the West as"Elizabeth” Bathory. Shewas
born August 7, 1560, into one of the oldest and wedlthiest familiesin Transylvania, the second of the four
sblingsfathered by the baron. Although their dominance would decline by 1658, at thetime of her birth
she had avery distinguished pedigree with acardind, severa princes, members of thejudiciary, clergy,
civil posts, aprime minister of Hungary and a couple of kings sharing her lineage. Therewasevena
connection—one for sure, the second only hinted at—to my dark Sire, Vlad Drakul Bassarab.

Nearly acentury earlier, in 1476, Dracularode into Wallachiato regain histhrone. Accompanying
him was Prince Stephen Béthory, leading a contingent of his own forces. Both families had adragon
design on their family crests and a Draculafief, Castle Fagaras, became a Béathory possession during
Erzsthet'stime.

That association isafact of history.

The other, ahundred years later, was amatter of gossip and speculation.

My own connection to the Bé&thory line was unclear. My greet- great-grandparents were from
Romania. We bore the name Csgjthe but records between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries had
largely disappeared. The ord traditions regarding the Witch of Cachtice or the Blood Countess of
Csjthe are rife with tales of blood and torture and death and degradation—but notorioudy mum on any
other aspect of the subsequent generations. It was asif the family went into hiding.

My blood tiesto Draculawere more recent and disturbingly clear. . . .

So what Mama Samm'’s digointed ramblings meant beyond ared-eyed vampire with acell phone
remained to be seen. Asdid my walking companion. | reached out and tapped him on the shoulder aswe
came out of the tunnel of trees and onto the expanse of recently mowed grass.

Hedidn't start, didn't jump, and didn't even flinch. He had ddmost no reaction, at al. Hetook a
couple of additiona steps before stopping and then turned as the motion detectors turned on the security
lights around the house.

"Can| hdpyou?' | asked, trying to peer into the backlit silhouette where aface should be.

Maybe | had startled him: it took him afew extramoments to answer.

"A phone" hesaid dowly. "I need . . .to makeacdl . . ."

"Sure" | sad, after alittle hesitation of my own. "Thisismy house. Comeon up.” | moved to tekethe



lead and he fell in behind me after another protracted pause.

Standing on the front porch, | fumbled for my key. After aminute of fumbling it became gpparent that
| had lost my key along with my shoe. Now what? Y el for an invisible, disembodied spirit to come down
and unlock the door? Not with company standing behind me. And damn but the paper mill was
venting something particularly odious tonight! What kind of chemica makeswood pulp smdll like
burned pork?

"Hold on," | said. "I've got to go around back to get in. I'll come through and let you inthe frontina
minute or two." Stepping off the porch | got a better, sdelong glance at my visitor. Hospital, | thought,
hurrying around the Side of the house, got to get an ambulance for this guy ASAP! The driver of the
wrecked car looked like he was in worse shape than | was. It was awonder he had managed to walk dll
the way up the hill. He was probably in shock.

| got to the back door, which wasjust astightly locked as the front, and sat on the step.

| closed my eyes. Squeezed my breathing into aregulated cadence. Worked on regulating the rest of
me.

Rdax!

Becam.

Focus. . ..

"Degth is but the doorway to new life. .. ." | whispered.

We live today.

We shall live again.

In many forms shall wereturn. . ..

Thistime there was no dream state, no halucinations, nor asense of falling between dimensions.

| opened my eyes, expecting this attempt to have failed like most of the others. Instead | found myself
gtting on thefloor in the kitchen.

Naked.

That's the problem with trand ocation. In vampire lore they have Draculaand adozen other
long-toothed clones turning into mist and flowing through keyholes and under doors and such then
reassembling, perfectly coiffed and without awrinklein their formal evening wear.

Inredl life—and don't you even get me started on the concept of "real” life—trand ocation doesn't
involve migts or fogs, at al—unlessthe practitioner usesalittle hypnotic suggestion on hisor her
audience. It'sactudly apsionic talent brought about by the vampiric mutationsin brain chemistry. And it
isn't agift that most undead develop. It isrestricted to the Domans of the underground communitieswho
secretly break the wampyr taboo againgt mingling their blood with that of alycanthrope—something that
Lupéand | had ignorantly done on a couple of occasions.

Perhgpsit was my not being "technically" undead that made successful trand ocations, even without
my clothes, so unreliable.

That, or the lack of adiscipline and frequency in my practice sessons. | scrambled to my feet and
unlocked the back door.

Grabbing my puddle of clothing from the back porch, | hurriedly dressed and then grabbed the
cordless phone on the way to the living room. The man on my doorstep flinched away from thelight as|
opened the front door. | caught a glimpse of ablistered cheek, a snged moustache and goatee, and a
bloody eye socket before he stepped inside and pulled the wall switch back down.

"Why don't you comeinside and rest?' | invited. Before you collapse from shock.

Hetook the phone and punched in anumber. "Got to get back to my car,” he said dowly, remaining
just insde the doorway.

"At least let me get you some bandages, some ointment.”



Heraised the receiver to abloody ear as| backed toward the first-floor bathroom. "Hello, Susan?’
he said softly. "I'm going to belate. . . | just wanted to tell you thet | loveyou. . . ."

It took me acouple of minutesto gather ahandful of firg-aid supplies. When | returned, the outside
door stood open and the phone was on the floor buzzing afresh dial tone.

| went to the doorway and peered out across the front yard. Between the outside security lights and
the flickering illumination of the burning car and flashing lights from the main road, | could make out alone
figure shuffling back down the driveway between the trees. | looked down at the bandages and salvesin
my hands. The emergency vehicles down at the accident site would be better equipped to ded with any
serious trauma. | closed the door, picked up the phone, and headed back to the bathroom.

The phone rang as| finished putting away the bandages. "Haim residence,” | answered, leaving the
firg-floor bathroom and starting up the sairs.

"Hello?' The voice was feminine, hesitant. "Hello? s Bradley there?' Undertones of fear and barely
repressed panic were layered into her precise diction.

"Bradley?' | asked, trying to remember if | knew any Bradleys.

"Sinor," she daborated. "Hejust caled me. The number didn't come up on my caler-ID so | hit
dar-gxty-nine. Is he there?'

"Isthis—" What name had my accident victim said?"—Susan?"
"Yed" Overtones of relief crept into her voice. "Ishe il there?'

"Um, no." | opened the front door and peered down the hill. "Heleft." It was asif the night had
swallowed himwhole.

"Isheadl right? He sounded so strange!™
"Wadl ... ?" How to phrase thisso it didn't sound worse than it redly was? "He had allittle accident. .

"Accident?' Relief took a powder: panic surfaced like a submarine with blown ballast tanks. "What
kind of accident?’

| told her. Described the crash site, suggested that the car might be DOA but Bradley must be pretty
okay if he could walk up the hill to my place and right back down again. Most hedlthy folk find the uphill
trudge leaves them alittle breathless. | assured her that Bradley would probably call her from the
hospitd. . . .

Which set off anew round of quavery questionsin spite of my reassurances that any crash you could
walk away from was not that serious.

She didn't seem inclined to wait by the phone so | gave her directions and threw in my addressfor
good measure—though the fire and flashing lights would prove beacon enough once she got close. Since
most ERstreet nonfatalities with the speed and promptness of atax refund, she was probably right in
deciding to not "cool her heds' at home.

She most likely had acell phone anyway.

| hung up and the phone rang again. Unlisted number, line-filter againgt caler-I1Ds, and they il track
me down. | glanced at my own caller-1D: the block was one-way s0 | could still see who was caling me
even if they couldn't see who was calling them. It wasthe office.

"Haim Mortuary,” | announced blithely, "you stab 'em, we dab 'em; you plug 'em, we plant 'em.”
"Sam." It was my secretary. Her tone suggested | might want to be alittle lessblithe.

"I'mrunning alittle late, Olive." In point of fact it wasjust alittle before ten p.m. | glanced back to
seeif I—or my transitory visito—had dripped any blood on the carpet.

"Sorry to bother you at home, Boss, but | figured you'd want the heads-up.”
| groaned. "The Snow Queen?”’
"My, my, adetective and apsychic!" | heard laughter in her warm, dulcet voice.



Walking into the hal bathroom, | turned on the lights, and considered my reflection in the mirror. It
wasjud alittle blurry tonight. "'I—I've run into afew complications so | won't bein right away. Try to set
up an gppointment for Mrs. Cummings next week."

"I'll do my best, Chief, but—you know . . ."
| sghed. "l know."
"Areyou okay? Want to take the night of f?"

| considered my bruised face and throat. Even without an infusion of hemoglobin | was Sarting to
look and fed better. Already the dark purples and reds were fading to pinks and pale greens. My cuts
were closed. Were| ill completely human it would have taken two to three daysto hedl to this point.

Of coursg, if | were completely undead, | would have totaly recovered in minutes, if not seconds.
"I'mfing," | answered. "I'll bein shortly. But don't tell her that."

"Domy bes."

| opened the shower doors. " See you soon.” | clicked off and reached over to turn the hot water
faucet enough to start the showerhead dribbling on the floor of the tub. Then | wrenched the cold water
handle aswide asit would go. A few minutes later | was properly thankful that awell-insulated house
and twenty acres of property kept my neighbors from wondering about dl the yelling.

* * %

It was closer to eleven-thirty by thetime | squeezed the Merc past the fire trucks, drove down to the
river, and parked next to the abandoned railroad spur.

In 1867, George Pullman, aready renowned for redefining the concept of railroad luxury, rolled out
the acme, the pinnacle, the Alphaand damn near Omega of the Pullman Palace Railway Cars. Cdled
"The Presdent” and essentidly ahotdl on iron whedls, it incorporated the finest accommodations
imaginablefor deeping, dining, and passing many along hour with dl of the amenities of a penthouse
suite. The deeping compartments had been lined with cherry wood, and heavy, brocaded curtains
afforded each window a measure of elegance to go with complete privacy. Over fifty feet long and ten
feet wide, theinterior was paneled and trimmed with teak, mahogany, and black walnut. Chandeliers
hung from the ceiling and French plate mirrors adorned the walls. All of the upholstery was plush and the
floors were softened with thick Brussels carpeting.

OnceI'd finished the project, | couldn't say which was more expensve: acquiring agenuine Pullman
and setting it up on an abandoned railway spur on the western bank of the Ouachita River or restoring
thisrdic from abygone ageto al itsformer glory. Theforty thousand I spent on converting thetoiletsto
chemical recyclers, the oil lamps and chanddiersto eectrical, and getting the solar-powered hest
exchanger to interface with the plumbing was a mere dribble in the bucket in comparison.

But | could afford it: Princein Exile, Vlad Drakul Bassarab had treated me well. Between the
suitcases of cash he had provided and the protected investments he had set up in my name, | could buy a
wholetrainif | wanted to.

Never mind that it was essentially blood money for the lives of my wife and daughter.

| grabbed my equipment bag out of the back seat and walked to the end of the Pullman. Up the
gairs, onto the platform and, sure enough, there it was on the glasswindow of the narrow door: "After
Dark Investigations." Just as Mama Samm had "foreseen.”

Too bad she hadn't been more forthcoming about Je Rouge.
"Golong!" | cdled, as| opened the door.

Olive looked up and kicked her rolling chair back from the desk as my camcorder went sailing
across the room. One arm went up for a perfect, left-handed catch. Before | could launch into my
crowd-goes-wild routine | became aware of another presence in the front office.

It was the Snow Queen.
"Miz Suanneis here, axing to seeyou," Olive added unnecessarily.



| cocked an eyebrow at her: the polite "darkie’-mixed-with-street patois was an affectation she
reserved for the crackers who annoyed her. The Snow Queen was no cracker but she did tend to
overdo the noblesse oblige bit for those of adarker skin hue or alighter socid status. | considered telling
her that my secretary did the New York Times crossword puzzleinink but | knew Olive would not
gppreciate my blowing her cover.

Suanne Cummings hadn't always been the Snow Queen. Once upon atime, I'm told, she had been a
cheerleader and amode and a beauty pageant runner-up. She didn't acquire her royaty status until after
she married Dr. Hyrum Cummings—eye, ear, nose, throat and just-about-anything-else speciaist—and
she, subsequently, became the top redltor in Northeast Louisana.

She had everything awoman could want: money, success, socid standing and, at the age of
thirty-seven, she till possessed the body of atwenty-five-year-old. That her natural blond hair was now
bleached an unnatura shade of white and that the extralayer of makeup was no longer sufficient to hide
her frown lines, did little to distract from the overall package. Suanne was a babe, a power-babe, in fact,
and the world as arule stepped aside and held doors for her.

"Mr. Haim," she said, extending ahand dribbling jewdry.

"Mrs. Cummings,” | countered. Her touch was nearly as cool asmine and | ran aquick check on her
eyes. Nope: reputation notwithstanding, shewas ill human. Y our lawyer hired meand | redly should
betdkingto him."

"But I'm paying the billsand retainer, and it is my husband.” She kept her cool, elegant fingerstwined
about mine and nodded toward the door to my office area.

"I'm not redlly ready to make areport, yet."
"Then tdl mewhat you do have."
"Nothing solid enough on which to build any kind of acase."

"Then tel me what you have doneto date." The frown lines degpened, putting stress on her makeup
base. "Or have you done anything to date, Mr. Ham?"

| turned to Olive. "Get me the most recent survelllance tape on the Cummings case.”

She extricated a tape from the camcorder and placed it on the desk before opening alocked door
st inthe side of her credenza. She extracted several cassettes and checked the labels. "Go short,” she
retorted, selecting one, and flipped it to me underhanded.

| caught it underhanded and escorted Mrs. Cummings through the next door and into my office.

"Make yoursalf comfortable," | said as| popped the tape into an adapter, then the VCR and hit
rewind. "I'll be back in amoment.”

| stepped back into the reception area, closing the door behind me. "Olive, get me the number for
Mama Samm D'Arbonne.”

"Thefortune-teler?’

| nodded. "Infact, give her acal, seeif shell see metonight.”

"Tonight?"

"If not tonight, set me up an gppointment for in the morning.”

"Rather lateto be cdling civilians, isnt it, Boss?'

"Maybe." | reached behind and ran my hand down my back: the eectrical burns barely twinged now.
"But I'm not so sure she'sacivilian. And | think shesanticipating thiscall.”

The cassette had reached the beginning of the tape when | returned to the inner office. | picked up
the remote and fired off the two codes that activated the monitor and the VCR. "I don't think you're
goingtolikethis" I murmured.

"I don't expect to," she said.
But it wasn't what she expected.



The monitor displayed astretch of green-black water, bracketed by cypresses and evergreens
decked with bursts of gray-green Spanish moss and black-brown underbrush tented with cascading
canopies of emerald-green kudzu. A slver-gray blob resolved itsdlf into acanoe as the video camera
was focused. "Black Bayou,” | announced as the zoom kicked in and we were brought up to hailing
distance of the canoe's two occupants: a bespectacled man in hisearly fortieswith thinning hair, and a
pear- shaped woman with more gray than brown in her hair that might have been styled in ablunt-cut
pageboy before the wind got hold of it.

"Hyrum Cummings and Delores Hagtings," | announced unnecessarily. We watched for afew minutes
asthey drifted dong, propelled by an occasiona dip of a paddliein the still, brackish water. Hyrum and
Deloreswore expressons of quiet contentment, the occasiond movement of lipsindicating the briefest of
verba exchanges.

"This was taken two weeks ago, Saturday. They spent close to four hours on the bayou, together.”

Suanne shook her head. "Hyrum played golf that Saturday. Hyrum goesto the country club every
Saturday and plays eighteen holes of golf.”

It was my turn to shake my head. "Y our husband never plays golf more than once amonth—and
then it's no more than nine holes, never eighteen. He drops by the country club every Saturday, putsin an
gppearance S0 later on someone can say that they saw him there. But he leaves after twenty to thirty
minutes"

"I find that hard to believe."

"Mrs. Cummings, how often does your husband clean his clubs?’

"Hyrum stopped cleaning his own clubs sometime ago. There are people at the club who do it for
him"

"Redlly." | produced a photocopied page of receipts. "According to the clubhouse records, your
husband has had his golf clubs cleaned atota of threetimesthisyear. He gets more exercise hauling them
to the car and back than he does from actualy using them.”

Her face darkened as she turned the logistics over in her mind. "All right, so he's cheating. | wouldn't
have hired you if | hadn't had my suspicions.”

"Depends on what you mean by 'cheating, " | said.

"Oh, don't get Clintonesque with me," she snapped. "L et's cut to the chase; |et's see some video that
catchesthemintheact.”

"Theact." | nibbled adry patch on my lower lip and considered the bookshelves on the far wall of
my office

"I can presume from your expression that you don't actually have any tape of them in bed together."”
She sudied Delores Rubenesgue figure that wasn't exactly minimized by the flowery muumuu that she
wore in the canoe. "'l suppose | should be glad to be spared the sight of that woman naked. Gawd, it
would beso.. . . disgusting.” She tapped afinger armored in gold against her perfect teeth. "But video of
them going into or coming out of amotel would bejust asgood in court.”

"They've never gone near amote.”

"So where do they do it? Her place?’

"They don't."

"Don't what?"

"Doit."

"They don't..." shepaused,” ...doit?

| nodded.

"Y ou're suggesting that they've never consummeated the affair?”

"Defineaffair.’ And, no, | am not suggesting, | am telling you that they haven't done ‘the act' or



anything closaly resembling ‘the act,’ since | put your husband under surveillance seven weeks ago.”

"Impossble”

"Impossible for them to consummate, based on the evidence to date. My associates can account for
your husband's and Ms. Hastings whereabouts for every hour since you hired me and | have
backtracked on dl available records for sx months previousto my hire. Other than the fact that they
prefer to spend time together, thereisjust no credible evidence that Dr. Cummings and Ms. Hastings are
lovers. At least in the conventiona sense.”

She shook her head. "'l don't likeit."

"l said you wouldn't." | stopped the tape and pressed rewind on the remote. "I have additiona tapes
of them at aconcert, amonster truck raly, bicycling through Kiroli Park . . ."

"Where there's smoke, theres got to befire."

| tapped the intercom on my desk as the cassette finished rewinding and gected. "Olive, round up
the Cummings files and tapes with something to carry themin." | glanced up at one of the cut-glass
mirrors set in the cabinet doors and noticed that my tie was askew. | had loosened it on the drive over
and neglected to rebutton the collar before coming in. | lso noticed that my reflection was alittle
vague—something that might be difficult to explain to the uninitiated.

| turned my back and moved to block my reflection as | struggled with the button. "Mrs. Cummings,
asdefrom my filesand aset of dossiers, I've got adozen or so tapes, Six hours each. | invite you to
review al of them minute by minute and find even the suggestion of akiss or improper body language.”

"So what isyour next step?' Suanne's head appeared just over my reflection's right shoulder: the
woman wastdl. The dtiletto hedls hel ped.

"I don't know that | have anext step in your case, Mrs. Cummings.”

"But what about me?' Her arms appeared from my sides and reached up to adjust my necktie.
"Y ou take the tapes and go over them with your lawyer."

"And?

"Decide what you want to do next."

"If I understand you correctly, there isn't enough here to guarantee a hefty divorce settlement.” She
pulled my tie snug. And then alittle beyond.

"| gather evidence, Mrs. Cummings, | don't manufactureit.”

"I'm not asking you to fasify evidence," she murmured, "just stay on the case until you can get
something solid." Her hands continued to fuss with my tie even though it was as straight and snug as could
be.

"That may never happen.”

"And... 7

"And | find that | am no longer interested in pursuing the case.”
"I'll up your retainer and fee."

"I'm not interested.”

"lan't there anything | can do to change your interest?"

| started to turn around but thought the better of it when | noticed Suanne was disinclined to step
back. | glanced at my office door: Olive, help . . .

"I'm not really keen on doing divorce cases, Mrs. Cummings. . ."

"Please cdl me Suanne.”

Olive, help!

" ... Asyoumay know, | do thismore as an avocation than an actud job . . ."
"Yes, | know. The soriesare you're quite ‘well off." "



Help me, Olivel

" ... Anyway, | find that I'm not redly willing to take money from you to continue asurveillance that
isunlikely to produce the results you're looking for."

"If you're not interested in taking my money,” she said silkily, her mouth way too closeto my ear,
now, "then perhaps we could make some other arrangement for your remuneration. . ."

Dammit, Olive: get your assin here RIGHT NOW!

The door opened and my secretary poked her head in. "I'm sorry, Boss, but did you call me?!

Suanne had stepped back but not before Olive had taken in the entire tableau. "Oh, it'sthat pesky tie
again, huh, boss?' She marched over, took me by the arm, and spun me around to face her. Asshe
fussed with the knot (that wasjust fine now), she launched into Mother Mode. "I swear! Why aman
your age can't learnto tiehisown ties.. . . canwalk out of hishouse without dressin' hissdf proper?"
Mindful of Mrs. Cumming's scrutiny, her speech patterns devolved as she warmed to the performance.
"Mm-mmm, an' lookit dis collar! When isyour woman gonna get hersaf back home, here? | gots agood
mind to call Miss Lupé up right now an' tell her you isgoin' to the dogs, for sure!" That with asidelong
glanceat my client. "Tel her to git her shapdly little butt out of Hollywood and git back here afore you
pile up so much laundry it ain't never gettin' donein thislifetime!™

"Did you get Mrs. Cummings materiastogether?'

"All done, boss. Everything but the billing." | had lucked out in hiring Olive Purdue. Especidly when
you consider the number of secretaries willing to work anight shift.

Cummingsfindly took her cue: "Why don't | come back at amore convenient time? | can run
everything past my attorney and then welll see what businessremainsfor usto . . . consummate." She
breezed past us and into the outer office.

Once shewas outside and starting her BMW, Olive started to giggle. "'l could've sworn | heard you
ydling for hep, Sam."

| loosened my tie. | totally didn't see that coming.”

"It'sthat old PD thing, Boss."

"What old 'PD thing'?'

"Y ou know; in al the booksit's where the sexy client wantsto find out where the term 'Private Dick’
camefrom.” She guffawed—I mean thereis no other term for the sound coming from her mouth.

"Yeah, well, | figurethat she's pretty pissed at her husband and I'm the most immediate form of
payback at hand for the moment.”

"And therésthat," she agreed. "Serioudy, Sam; when is Miss Lupé coming home?' She returned my
frown. "Y ou say it's none of my business then you done answered both my questions.”

"Both your questions?’

"Y ou said she had an opportunity to do some stunt-work for amovie. But it's more than that, isn't it?
Some sort of lover'squarrd.”

"Some sort,” | said reluctantly.
"W, | know that it can't be another woman . . ."
Actudly, if you considered the ghost of my dead wife to be another woman. . .

"...and| redly don't want to know what it is about.” She put her hand on my arm. "But what | do
need to know is: is she coming back?'

"I don't know, Olive. | just don't know."
"Do you want her back?"

My head snapped up. "Hdll, yes!"
"Then why don't you go after her?



"l can't."

"Can't? Or won't?"

Both actualy. | didn't know where she actualy was and what name shewasusing. And, evenif | did,
going after her would put us both in serious danger.

"It'smore complicated than that,” | said findly. "Trust me, it's better if | wait for her to come home.”

The telephone rang and Olive snagged it. "After Dark Investigations." She listened and started to
frown. Covering the mouthpiece, she said, "No ones there."

"No one'sthere or someone's not talking?' She shrugged and | felt aprickle of apprehension
spidercrawl up my spine. "Transfer it to my office," | said, heading back to my desk.

| grabbed the receiver on the second ring. "Samud Haim... . ."
Jenny'svoice crackled in my ear: "Darling, itsme."
| leaned back and pushed the connecting door shut. "I'vetold you to never cal me at the office."

"Or you'vetold you to never cal you at the office, if you believe your slly little theory about
virus-induced halucinations," she countered.

"l don't havetimefor this" | hissed. "What isit?"

"Someone's dropped by the house. | think he'slooking for you."

"Whoisit?'

Maybe the accident guy had wandered back up to use the phone again. . . .

"Heisn't saying. He's dead, dear.”

Then again, maybe he hadnt.

"Dead?' | struggled to keep my voice down. "He'savampire?'

"No, honey; that would be an undead person. Thisgentlemanis. .. wdl . . . dead. Has been for
quitealong time, it would seem.”

"He'saghost? A soirit?”

"No, more like arotting corpse. Waking dead. Y ou know, like azombie."

"A zombie?'

"That'swhat helookslike."

"What does he want?'

"How should | know? Do you want meto invite himin? | could put him on the phone and you could

"No! No. I'll beright there." | hung up the phone. "Goodbye." Oops. Get agrip, Csdthe.

The clock showed aquarter past midnight as | came back out. "1 think I'm going to take your earlier
adviceand cdl it anight, Olive. I'll bein tomorrow after my night class.”

She was back to her desk, organizing aspill of paperwork. "I left amessage on Miss Samm's
answering machine. Want meto try again?'

"Not tonight. I'll just drop by tomorrow, unannounced. Infact, I think | prefer it that way." | dug my
gpare set of keys out of my pocket, trying not to drop them in the process. "Oh, and Olive. . ."

"Yes, Boss?'

"Threethings. Firgt, call the cop shop and seeiif any exsanguinated corpses have been turning up.”

"Discreet or direct?' she asked.

"Hmm?'

"If the police haven't run across any bloodless corpses, they'll think we're mad for asking. If they
have, wdll, they'll be wanting to know—"



"—what we know, how we know, and when we knew it," | finished, embarrassed for being so
distracted that the obvious had escaped me.

"Especidly since ‘'we would be avery mideading termin this case.”

"Sorry, Olive. Trust me; you don't want to know. But if you can run sources and be discrest, find out
if there have been any unusud corpsesin the morgue of late.”

"Mmhmm. And if that'syour first request, I'm not real keen on finding out about numbers two and
three”

Y ep, Olive Purdue was agem and if | seemed to have caught around of bad luck it was probably
because I'd used up dl my good luck in finding her. "Item number two: I'd like you to pull the obituary on
aMr. Ddacroix for me before tomorrow night.”

| don't know how shedid it but my secretary managed to look both relieved and wary at the same
time. "And the third?'

"Memo mein triplicate: No more divorce cases!"

Relief now battled surprise as she contemplated our accounts receivables. "But that's eighty percent
of our caseload.”

"Better to kill time than havetimekill me." | paused at the outer door and leaned my head against the
frame.

She chuckled as she made shooing motions with her hands. "Maybe you're right. Y ou look like
you're dead on your feet."

| eased out the door. "More than you know, Olive." It closed behind me, the dim light from the
pebbled glass barely adequate for my feet to find the platform gtairs.

More than she knew.

| stepped down into the deeper darkness and set my face toward the heart of the night.

Chapter Four

It was one-ten in the am. when | turned the Merc off the road and started up the winding drive. The
vinelike branches of a dozen weeping willow trees stroked the roof of my car like fleshlessfingers, my
tires swirled up a backwash of crushed pink mimosa blossoms made bloody by the glow of the taillights.
| was bracing mysdlf fo—what?

My accident victim from earlier thisevening wanting to cal Triple-A? Mr. Ddacroix, returned from
hisfiery tryst with my pop-eyed vampire?

| parked in front of the garage and walked acrossthe vast, doped lawn, expecting atroupe of
reenactorsfrom The Night Of The Living Dead. Instead | was treated to adiorama of Van Gough's
Sarry Night: not asoul, living or shambling deed, in Sght.

| walked the boundaries of the "yard" twice, the motion sensorstriggering the house "security” lights
that, perversdly, made me an easy target for hidden assailants while effectively destroying my night vison
for the next fifteen minutes. And it took that long just to run primary and secondary checks of the



immediate area.

If you're thinking that floodlights are a usdless security festure for someone with infravison, let metell
you now that it doesn't mean diddley-squat when your intruders have the therma equivaent of ice water
intheir veins. Stll, being outsde with the lights on me wasn't part of the origina design concept.

| cut corners on doing the full perimeter sweep: proof that | had been wiseto cut my military career
short. Though not as short as the men 1'd helped court-martial back all those years ago. Funny how
you can face down area monster in the here-and-now, yet find yourself more haunted by the ghosts of
old memories.

| kicked an old pinecone into the woods and wondered whatever became of Birkmeister and his
men. | had no real hope of finding out astheir records had been sealed aong with mine. One way or
another, Uncle Samuel made us al disappear as ameans of cleaning up the mess that had been made. |
had gotten off essy.

But wasit because | wasinnocent? My JAG lawyer had certainly made that case.

Or wasit because my testimony had smplified mattersfor the military tribunals charged with laying
the entire matter to rest?

| felt aflash of nearly forgotten anger—more proof that not everything that is buried, stays buried. |
shook my head and turned to survey the dope leading back up to the house. Screw Lieutenant Lenny
and the rest of the squad. That was then; thiswas now. | decided that | wasn't primed—mentaly or
practically—to do awider sweep of the woods that bordered my property on two sides. And it just
wasn't practical to step off the banks and into the waters of Gris Bayou in the back.

Still, there was plenty of lawn in-between. Not to mention pecan and oak and willow and mimosa
and magnoliaand dogwood trees—although they had lately begun to do battle with creeping vines of
wisteria, clemdtis, trumpet, and honeysuckle. While | paid to have the grass cut regularly, the shrubbery
had taken advantage of benign neglect. Y ou could hide awhole marching band of corpsesin my front
yard—never mind the odd, ambulatory cadaver. Unkempt kaleidoscopic bursts of azaleas and lilacs and
cregping phlox and fiery explosons of dwarf burning bush had mutated since Spring into unidentifiable,
dien greenery that resembled kudzu on steroids. They had gone on to multiply like riots of bacteria
bloomsinfecting a green petri dish. Some days| felt more like George of the Jungle than Milton the
Mongter.

| looked back at the silhouette of my stone-and-brick two-story house that was more fortress than
home. Three—Mama Samm had said "three stories." Or tree to be precise. Did that mean she was
lessinformed than she thought?

Or was she counting the subterranean level—the one with the safe room and the gun vaults that didn't
show up ontheofficid blueprints?

Stepping up onto the porch, | felt an unaccustomed grittiness under my left foot. | unlocked the door,
rekeyed the dlarm pad, and switched on the porch light. A mound of gritty white powder had been
scuffed over and onto the doormat. Picking up apinch, | rubbed it between my fingers and touched it to
my tongue: .

Okay.

| studied the rest of the porch more carefully. Maybe | saw a couple of small stains on the concrete
that hadn't been there previoudy. Or maybe not: Maybe it was residue from the accident guy who had
dropped by earlier this evening. Hey, who studies their porch on aregular basis? | suppose someone,
somewhere, ison intimate terms with their doorstep—but not because the ghost of his dead wife called
him at the office to report an arrival of the departed.

| sighed and pushed the door open. My life would have been smpler if | had just gone ahead and
died in the crash that killed my wife and daughter. Or if 1'd become truly undead after my transfusioniin
Bassarab's barn. Being stuck somewhere between dive and undead made everything infinitely more
complicated.



"Honey, I'm home!" | locked the door behind me and rekeyed the darms. "What happened to our
company?' | walked through the dining room and the den, haf-expecting to find astiff, relaxed and
ensconced in my easy chair and making small talk with my now-you-see-her-now-you-don't wife.

Ex-wife
Or, rather, deceased wife: ex-life.

| went through the entire house, basement and bathrooms included: no dead bodies, no ectoplasmic
ex.

Olive Purdue didn't hear avoice on the other end of my phone call because there was no voice. My
wife was more than ayear dead and the dead don't come back and behave like refugees from a Thorne
Smith sory.

Y eah, tell that to my absent paramour.

Not that it would do any good. When Lupé stormed out of the house nearly two months before, she
madeit clear that | had to decide, once and for dl, whether Jenny was just a psychic manifestation of the
hemophagic virus mutating my brain cells—or the actud ghost of my dead wife. Either way, | wasto
resolve the Stuation so there would be no further ménage-a-haunts.

If | couldn't. ..

| gazed at Lupés strong, dark featuresin a photo on the fireplace mantel. Her bronzed skin, dark
eyes, and smoky black hair bespoke her Latin American ancestry more than her second-generation
French Canadian heritage. Her features were strong and sensual in contrast to my dead wife's delicate
porcelain beauty. There were no pictures of me. Cameras had a difficult time capturing my actua image
now that | was becoming . . . what? The jury was still out on that issue. And since the my photos prior to
the crash included Jenny or Kirsten, | had put them away months before meeting the woman who best
understood my twilight existence.

If only she could understand my inability to let Jenny go in the more literal sense. If only | could.
While | tended to agree with her theory that Jenny was only a manifestation of my inability to permanently
"commit,” | had yet to figure out how to exercise the marital clause of " 'til desth do us part.”

Perhaps "exorcise" was more apt.

Sighing, | walked into the den and booted up the computer. While | waited for it to churn through the
latest infestation of Microsoft Windows, | scanned my bookshelves for materid on Elizabeth Béthory and
voodoo, teling mysdlf that the dead don't go AWOL from theloca cemetery and ring doorbells at
midnight.

And, of course, there's no such thing as vampires.

* * %
It took alittle digging to run down "Marinette Bois-Cheche."

Vodoun or voodoo is not a set theology, per se. When African daves were transported to the New
World, they brought arange of belief systems as varied as the tribes and countries of their origins. As
tribes were blended with other tribes, separated, then diluted by subsequent generations, these beliefs
were mixed and muddled with the white man's reigions—particularly Catholicism—producing agenera
form and structure identifiable as voodoo but by no means definitive across time and geography.

The supreme and most powerful voodoo "god" is Damballah-Wedo, whose symbal is the snake and
is sometimes merged with theimage of Saint Patrick because of his reputed influence over al serpents. |
skimmed over achapter on the symbology of snakesin myth and religion and noted that Ayido-Wedo
was Damballah's "wife'—"the moon to hissun.” Their children or "companions' are the Loawho manifest
in over two hundred variants or avatars and are divided and shared among fifteen or so different sects.

Of course, the various source materials were mildly contradictory at best. And trying to quantify the

Loawas nigh impossible. They weren't redlly gods or godlings, angels or demons. And "spirits" was such
ageneric, al-purposeterm asto be virtualy usdless. The Loawere, well, just the Loa.



And, even then, they weren't dways who you thought they were since they manifested different
"agpects.” Asthis happened rather frequently, each aspect or manifestation was identified through a
variation on each one's name. Erzulie—or Ezili or Maitresse Erzulie—for example, wasthe idedized
figure of womanhood, the Loa of love and beauty. And, like most women, she expressed hersdlf through
awiderange of identities. There was Erzulie-Séverine-Belle-Femme, Erzulie asabeautiful woman;
Erzulie Taureau, the agpect of Erzulie asthe bull; La Grande Erzulie, the aspect of Erzulieasan
elderly, grief-gtricken woman; La Srene or La Srenn, the sea or serpent aspect of Erzulie; and Tsilah
Weédo, the aspect representing wealth and beauity.

Like most characterigtics of V odoun there was aflip Sde. Erzulie could dso manifest in facets of
vengeance and ugliness. Some of these were Erzulie Mapiangueh, Erzulie Toho, Erzulie Zandor,
and—mog interestingly—Marinette Bois-Chéche. Unfortunately, there wasllittle € se chronicled beyond
the names. Just alist of afew additional aspects—Erzulie Boum'ba, Erzulie Dantor, Erzulie Dos-bas,
Erzulie Fréda, Erzulie Fréda Dahomin, Erzulie Gé Rouge and Erzulie Mapian.

If this doesn't make acompelling argument for the smplicities of monotheism, | don't know what
does—even the concept of a Three-in-One trinity seemsterribly uncomplex by comparison.

And the confusion didn't end with these multiple persondity disorders: there were sects or families of
Loawho couldn't seem to make up their minds as to who bel onged to which clan. And then there was
thelittle matter of form and intent as applied through invocation and ritua. Most voodoo was practiced in
the Rada or "right hand" forms—hedling, blessng, purification, praise and thanksgiving. Petro, onthe
other hand isfor cursing your enemies, raising the dead, invoking evil spirits, and basically turning Loas
bad boysloose to raise some Hell. The vast mgjority of V odoun's adherents practiced Radarites and
had nothing to do with the Petro perversons—Hollywood notwithstanding. But it was another example
of how the same L oa could be invoked for both good and evil.

The Gédé clan, for another example, was the Loa of the dead—but they were aso potent hedlers
and the protectors of children. Their colors were purple and black. Baron Samedi, the head of the Gédé
family, was a powerful arbiter of justice between the living and the dead, and very popular for a
cadaverlike spirit who hangs out in graveyards. But, then, he was a snappy dresser, wearing top hat and
taillsand, as everyone knows:. "The clothes make the man.”

Another clan, the Ogou, comprised the warrior Loawhose dominion was often symbolized by the
sword, metaworking, fire, lightning, and the color red. Different "aspects’ of the Ogou were said to
manifest as Ogou Baba, amilitary generd; Ogou Badagris, the phalic or fertility aspect; Ogou
Bhathalah, the Loaof dchemy; Ogou Fer or Ferraille, Loaof the sword, iron and metals, Ogou
Shango, the Loaof lightning; and Ogou Tonnerre—or Baron Tonnerre, the aspect of thunder.

| sat back in my chair and contemplated Mama Samm'’s cryptic warnings. She had said the Ogou
cast along shadow here. Meaning . . . what?

It took nearly another hour of digging to find asignificant reference to Marinette Bois-Cheche, aso
listed as Marinette Bras-Chéche, Marinette Congo, and Marinette Pied-Chéche. There wasn't a
wholelot of material on her—asingle sentence, in fact, wasdl | could turn up.

"Powerful and violent principa femae Loaof the Petrorite.”

That didn't sound good as the Petro spirits were aready considered to be "highly vengeful, bitter, and
most dangerous' of dl of the vodoun Loa.

So whom was Mama Samm trying to warn me agangt?

The Witch of Cachtice?

Elizabeth Bathory?

And what would happen when shefindly "put her red dresson”?

* * %

Normally—aword that was becoming more and more infrequent in my vocabulary—I went to bed



around sunrise and dept through the day. Tonight | decided to retire early. | wanted to get arunning start
on the Delacroix matter and | was just plain exhausted.

Jenny "regppeared” as| put the finishing touches on my makeshift first aid. The dectrica burns had
settled into adull ache but my leg il throbbed asif the wound from the vampire's claws had occurred
just minutes before. | had smeared antibiotic ointment into the red furrows and was taping an old but
clean pillowcase around my caf when the medicine cabinet opened in the bathroom and a bottle of
hydrogen peroxide floated out and down to the edge of the sink next to the toilet.

"Did you clean the wounds thoroughly?" she asked.
| let it bleed and then rinsed with alcohal.
"I'm not amind-reader, darling; you have to answer out loud."

"Not if you're afigment of my imagination." | wrapped afew more strands of tape to add pressure as
well as anchor the bandage. "Where have you been?'

"I don't know. One minute | was looking out the window at the dead person on the front porch. Then
| was someplace far away and it seemed to take me along time to get back.”

"Y ou'retdling me you had somekind of blackout?'

The bottle drifted back up to ashelf in the open cabinet. "Why do you ask?If | am afigment of your
virus-ravaged imagination then you aready know."

"Yeah? Humor me."

The mirrored door swung shut and | fancied | could see her dim silhouettein its silvered depths.
"Why, hunkered down in the stygian pit of your subconscious, of course,” she said sarcadtically, "awaiting
my turn to torment you afresh—just like the rest of the fairytale creatures that have haunted your life this

past year."
"Thered Jen never used wordslike 'stygian.' "

"The afterlife hasaway of expanding one's vocabulary. But you've got bigger problems than whether
or not I'mred.”

"Not according to Lupé."

| heard her sigh. "I know you blame me, Chris, but | think she hasissues.”

"Hell yes, shehasissued” | sputtered. " You're theissuel™

"If I'm not redl, then how can | be the issue? Wouldn't that make you theissue?'

| grunted. "Me. . .you. .. she madeit clear that she didn't want to come back until this particular
issue was seitled.”

"l don't seewhat the big dedl is, here. | thought I'd madeit clear from the very beginning that |
approve of her. | think she's very good for you."

| took adeep breath and let it out dowly. "It may be one of those woman things that we men are
kind of clueess about but | think she doesn't appreciate being ‘approved of.' "

"Wéll, that's too bad. What am | supposed to do? Disapprove? |'ve gotten alot better about
knocking before | come into the bedroom. Let's face another possbility: She just may not be the right
womean for you."

"Not the right woman for me?" | jumped up and stalked back into the bedroom. " She's awerewolf,
for God's sake!™

"And...?'

"My God, Jen! I'm infected with one-half of the combinant virusthat turnsthe living into the undead
courtesy of ablood transfusion with Count Dracula—"

"Prince, not count,” she corrected, "Vlad Drakul Bassarab."
"—1've shared blood with alycanthrope and sampled Tanisleaf extract,” | continued, ignoring the



interruption. "I've got vampires and metamorphs from at least three mgjor enclaves hunting me, a dead
wife haunting me. Then therésthis necrotic virusticking away in my brain like atime bomb that, when it
goes off, will blow my eccentric little coping mechanismsinto atota disconnect from redlity. What kind
of norma woman isgoing to put up with that?'

"Y ou'd be surprised what ‘normal women' are capable of putting up with," she answered quietly. "But
you've got abigger problem, right now."

"What? The dead guy on my porch tonight?" | fell back on the bed. "I think you must have been
mistaken. There was acar crash just down the road and the driver—who was pretty banged up—came
by earlier to use the phone. It may have been him coming back. . . ."

"What?Y ou don't think | know dead when | seeit? No. And I'm talking about that vampire that
serioudy jacked you around tonight.”

| crammed the extra pillow under my throbbing leg to devateit. "He's dead. Case closed.”

"Maybethevirus is Sarting to rot your brain. What if he was rogue?'

That sopped me. "What are you getting at?'

"As| seeit—or as you do since | an only afigment of your imagination—there are three
possibilities. One, thereisan enclavein Northeast Louisana. . ."

"Not bloody likdly," | said. "I looked at dl the maps back in Seettle. The only demesnein Louisana
isdown in New Orleans. There are only elghteen in the entire country and there hasn't been anew
enclave since the 1960s. There will probably never be another enclave—the other demesnes wouldn't
permitit.”

"So that leaves us with two possibilities, darling. Y our vampireis either arogue or an enforcer.”

During last year's Sesttle sojourn, Stefan Pagel ovitch had acquainted me with the demesne system by
which territory was divided and held by the various undead populations. Theselittle "underground”
fiefdoms were quite jealous of their own autonomy and, asarule, only cooperated on the issue of rogues.

A newly minted vampire, |€eft to its own devices, was adanger to the safety of every demesne. Asa
result, there were rules governing the existence of al who were reborn as creatures of the night. Broken
down to basics, if you make another like yourself, you're responsiblefor "it." Teach it to exist subtly, hunt
judicioudy, and iminate dl evidence of feeding. It shouldn't leavetdltae corpseslying about or visble
bite-marks on theliving. It should learn how the ddlicate art of mental domination can erase those
awkward memories that might otherwise require a bloodier solution to the problem of witnesses.

And, most importantly, you bring it into the enclave where it must swear fedty to you and to the
Doman, the ruler of the demesne who adjudicates dl of thelawsfor that particular enclave. Any vampire
attempting to exist gpart from the watchful "protection” of its Sire's society was declared rogue and
automatically assumed to be arisk to al demesnes.

"And it doesn't redly matter," | said dowly, "whether this one was arogue or ahunter.”

If Robert Delacroix's dance partner was arogue, | could expect adozen or more vampire regulators
to be hot on histrail. If he wasn't rogue, then it waslikely that he was arogue hunter hot on another
newborn'strail and that there would be others around like him—the cdll phone practically guaranteed it.
Either way, it meant that my home territory was about to come under alot of undead scrutiny.

And | had abigger bounty on my head than any ordinary rogue.

"So, the questionis," | continued aoud, "whether to hunker down and hopethat | can Say off the
radar asthe Wild Hunt passes by or pull up stakes—"

"So to speak,” Jen smirked.

"—and move again. The problem s, it's probably too late to make such arrangements without calling
more attention to mysdf.”

"Then you'd better hope Mama Samm is the only speed bump in your elaborate paper trail,” my



ghostly conscience warned. " Serioudy, Chris; | fed aconstant prickling in my ectoplasm these days. It's
like there's something very old and very evil hovering just beyond the range of my senses. | fdt it coming
closer just beforel . . . went away. Something is out there, something terrible! And its power is growing!
Thismight be agood timeto call Olive and tell her—oh | don't know—something like you're taking a
couple of weeks off to go fishing."

| conddered it as| walked into the closet and punched in the combination on my gun safe. "Blowing
town might be just as attention-getting as actually moving,” | decided finaly, reaching in and withdrawing
abox of ammo and azippered pouch. "But | do think I'll give up jogging for a couple of weeks."

| closed the safe and walked back out and over to the bed.

"Now thislookslike abad idea," she said.

"l havealicenseto carry.” | unzipped the pouch and removed the handgun. "Thisisaten-millimeter
auto Glock 20."

"Doestha meanit's specid?"

"The Glock 20 ranks with the most powerful automatic pistols ever made.”

"lsn't Dirty Harry's gun bigger?" she asked with that gee-whiz, innocent tone that sgnaled standard
baiting mode. "Or isthat just Hollywood specid effects?”

"If you add up the total foot-pounds of muzzle energy represented by the fifteen roundsin its
high-capacity magazine, it'smore like: 'Go ahead . . . make my week." "

She giggled. "Was that supposed to be Jack Nicholson?

"Clint Eastwood."

"Don't quit your night job."

Laying out the cleaning kit, | proceeded to strip the handgun down and repeat the cleaning and ailing
process | had just completed two weeks before after visiting the shooting range.

"| think thiswhole P.I. fantasy has gone to your head.”

"If it had goneto my head | would be sporting ashoulder rig every evening as | chase after unfaithful
husbands and follow up on insurance clams.™

"Do you redly think that will protect you from thingsthat are dready dead?'

| grinned as | reassembled the Glock and wiped it down. "Well, it won't protect me from your
nagging but | don't mind. Y ou nag me when you're worried about me." | laid the pistol on the nightstand
and picked up apair of magazines. "Asfor sopping dead things, I've got some specid loadsthat 1've
been wanting to try for awhile."

"Why isit that every guy thinksagat in the hand meansthe world by the tail ?*

"Y ou watch too much Bogart."

"No, you watch too much Bogart,” shesaid. "I'd like to watch the Lifetime channe but you've dways
got the satellite set to Turner Classic Movies. If we had cable, | could go watch in the other room.”

| opened the box and began loading bulletsinto the fifteen-shot magazines. " These are 10 mil
Glasars.

"Wad-cutters?'

"You didn't learn that from watching Lifetime." | held up the epoxy-jacketed projectile. "It'sthe
equivaent of agtandard 'Silver’ Glase—which isnt redly. They cal them that to differentiate them from
‘Blue Glasers”

"Who comes up with these names, anyway?'

"Origindly? Theinventor, Colone Jack Cannon, named it for hisfriend Armin Glaser. I'm not sure

why or whether Armin's ill proud of his namesake. The ideawasto produce around that wouldn't
endanger innocent bystanders from over-penetration. APs and FM Js have atendency to pass through



various substances—bad guys, wdls, cars—"

"Honey, you're lgpsing into SEAL spesk and losing me.”

| thought about arguing that she understood perfectly since shewasredly—aw, hell with it. " Armor
Piercing and Full Meta Jacket ordnance are designed for military use as you redly need that penetrating
ability." Not to mention the fact that the Geneva Convention had decided they were more humane than
mushrooming bulletsand minié bals

"Law enforcement, on the other hand, needed bullets that could be used in popul ated areas, hostage
Stuations, and so on. If you shoot the bad guy, you don't want the bullet going through him and into the
house across the street.”

| paused as| consdered theidea of thelocal cops using ammo that was outlawed by the Geneva
Convention.

"' JSPs and JHPs—sorry—Jacketed Soft Points and Hollow Points were designed to mushroom or
flatten once they entered the target, expending their energy on impact so they wouldn't keep going.”

" Sounds humane.”

| knew that tone dl too well. "Well, it is. For the innocent bystander.”

"But for the person who's shat, it makesalittle hole going in and agreeat big hole coming out.”

| nodded. "Except, for my purposes, it's better if it doesn't come out. That's why I'm trying modified
Glasers" | started back to loading the ammo magazines. " The rounds are filled with birdshot covered by
acrimped polymer end cap. Upon impact, the projectile fragments, with the birdshot spreading like a
miniature shotgun pattern. The frag-gpread guarantees most major arteries and blood vessdlsin the
vicinity will be penetrated, causing immediate unconsciousness from catastrophic blood-pressure drop
and possible degth from exsanguination within minutes.

"The'Silver' Glaser uses dightly larger birdshot and has a couple of extrainches of penetration and
stopping power over the 'Blue verson.”

"Except,” sheinterrupted, "your so-caled 'Slver' verson uses actua slver for the birdshot,
anticipating major damage to undeed flesh. Sort of like the Lone Ranger using a shotgun.”

| looked around again; this open-mouthed response was getting to be a habit.

"Don't look so surprised, Chris. I'd have to have been pretty inattentive al these years not to know
how your mind works by now."

Weél, that made one of us.

* * *

The dream dammed through my head with al the ugly power of last year's memories of Bassarab's
barn.

Four large, flaming braziers, onein each corner of the room, can't provide enough warmth or enough
light to adequatdly illuminate the dark sonewalls. She likes it that way. Even though she has many
aboveground chambers as well asthe courtyard to work with, she prefersthe dark, underground
warrens where she can practice in the eternal shadows beneath the keep.

The Dark Artsaren't so named on the basis of intent and fina product done.
The sounds of the great Carpathian forest echo in these manmade canyons of dressed stone and

iron-girt doors: the constant moaning of the wind, the screech of the owl, the scream of the lynx, the
growls, yips, and howlings of thewolves. . .

Only, thereis no wind down here in the blocky bowels of Cachtice, no winged birds of prey, no
four-legged anima s—the beasts that inhabit this burrow, the hunters and the prey dike, wak upon their
hind legs and make fading clamsto being human.

Other sounds shatter the auditory illusion: the harsh dap of leather upon splitting skin, the subtle hiss
of the heated irons, the skeletdl shiver of chains and the perverse squed of hinges.



And the soft pattering sounds of rain that fals, not from acloud but from aspasmed clutch of flesh
embraced by ameta cage of bars and blades and spikes.

The moaning fades asif the wind—or something—has nearly died.

She stands benesath the Devil's showerhead like Botticdlli's Venus—if that master had painted his
masterpiece during ascarlet period in counterpoint to Picasso's blue. Clad in nothing but crimson from
head to toe, she opens her eyes, making two hollow openingsin acurtain of red. She cups her hands
above her groin and scrapes her belly in an upward motion that fills her palms until her insolent breasts
are given a second undercoating.

Then she holds her unholy offering out to me, the thick, viscous (steaming!) blood dribbling between
her fingers.

Share my bounty, she says, her teeth surprisingly white and shockingly long.

Share my power . ..

| jolt awake to the shrill bleating of the telephone and a disturbing hardness between my legs.

| rolled over and peered, bleary-eyed, a the telephone next to my bed: | had switched the ringer off
but had forgotten the downstairs phone. The clock on my "night"stand proclaimed thetime as 10:17 in
the am. Picking up the phone was easier than getting up to close the bedroom door so | did.

"Mr. Ham?'
"Speaking." But just barely. My mouth was dry and my throat clotted.
"Y ou'rethe private investigator with the office in the old railroad car?'

"Ummm." A migraine Sarted to unfold between my templeslike an origami sculpture made of pig
iron. It pulsed in counterpoint to the throbbing in my leg.

"l want to hireyou.” A smal portion of my mind not occupied in cata oguing my misery noted thet the
voice belonged to awoman.

"My office hours are eight p.m. to four am. I'm teaching anight class at the universty and won't bein
until after nine tonight. Come see me at ten.”

"I work the night shift."

"So do |. How did you get my home number?' It was unlisted, of course.

"Mama Samm D'Arbonne gave it to me. She said you'd want to talk to me."

So dl of asudden the old fortune-teller was giving me referras? | furrowed my brow. It hurt.

"Did she say why?" | tried to arrange a ménage a trois between my head, the telephone receiver,
and the pillow.

"Nogr..."

"Isit adivorce case?"

"Nodr, its—"

"If it'simportant enough to take off work for, you can tel me after ninetonight. At my office."
"Wdl—"

"Goodnight, Ms—"

"Delacroix. Chdice Delacroix. Good morning, Mr. Ham."

| sat straight up in bed asthe receiver clicked on her end and a bloody iron rose bloomed behind my
left eye. My turnto did star-sixty-nine,

"Ms. Delacroix? Sam Haim. I'll meet you a my office at twelve noon. . . ."

* k%
Imagine VanessaWilliams and Hale Berry asthe ugly sepsisters. Chaice Ddlacroix was Cinderella
Even haf-blinded by the daylight and wearing polarized contact lenses behind EPF10 Ray-Bans, |



could see why admirers a the funera home had surrounded her last night. She was chocolate perfection
inablack pants suit and crigp white blouse. All the more impressive as hardly anyone's clothes are il
crisp by midday between July and October in Louisana

Most impressive of dl: she held adoctorate in biology and worked in the genetics divison a BioWeb
Industries. Where her father was ajanitor. Hmmm. . . .

"My father'sfuneral was supposed to take place today,” she said. "We should have lowered his
casket into the ground two hours ago.” Her eyes glistened. They were moss green and liquid like deep
woodland springs where only the surface seems till. "Now that thereis no body to bury, there doesn't
seem to be much point.”

| steepled my fingers and leaned my elbows on the desk blotter. "The body ismissing?'

She gave her head alittle shake while she searched for the words or her voice. Maybe both. "My
father's body was vandalized. Stolen from hiscasket and . . . and . . ." Shelooked down and tears
dripped into her lap, some finding the handkerchief clutched in her hand, some not. "1t was shoved into
the crematorium oven in the basement and half incinerated before the fireswere extinguished. The
medical examiner recommended that we compl ete the cremation process once the police arefinished
withther investigation.”

"So the police areinvestigating?”

"They're running the paperwork.”

"You'reanticipating racia bias?'

She gave her head another little shake. "Nothing so virulent, Mr. Haim. Thisis, after al, the New
South." Theirony in her inflection was nearly invisible. "But Robert"—she pronounced it "Robaire
"—"Delacroix was an old and poor black man. He was aready dead and there was no physical harm
doneto anyone else. Emotiona harm doesn't count for much when the court dockets arefilled with
stabbings, gunshot wounds, and lost and found bodies. The police would be unlikely to do more than
push paper for an old and poor white man.”

"So you want meto look into it."

She nodded and | resisted the impulse to take her handsin mine. "Did your father have any
enemies?'

She shook her head.

"Ms. Delacroix,” | cleared my throat, "in order to do my job | have to know as much about your
father as possible. That means poking around and asking persona questions—even embarrassing or
insulting questions.”

She nodded.

"For ingtance, did your father gamble? Did he owe anyone any money?"

"No. He was a custodian and he spent every spare dollar that he had to put me through medical
school. Between the two of us, we gill owe the government agood deal of money in student loans. Do
you think the Feds might be upset that he defaulted by dying?”

Now | did take her handsin mine. "Ms. Delacroix, | am sorry for your loss.” You don't know how
sorry. "But thereisastandard series of questionsthat come with an investigetion likethis. . ." Who was |
kidding? There was nothing standard about Robert Delacroix's assignation with a crematorium
oven. " ...and | haveto pursue every possible lead until | can reasonably prove adead end. | promise
to be discreet and remember that you and your father are the victims, here. But | wouldn't be giving you
your money'sworth if | didn't consider every possbility.”

"Money," shesaid, withdrawing her hands from mine. "I don't have much but | wasthinking thet if
you were to speak with the management of the funeral home—"

"I'm sure they'd be more interested in a settlement than alawsuit.”



She gave alittle shake of her head. "I do not wish to extort money from them, Mr. Haim. | was
amply thinking that it would bein their best intereststo help bring this. . . vandd . . . tojustice. That they
might contribute to your expenses and we could fund your investigation jointly."

"I'll talk to them. I'm sure something can be worked out. Plus I'm giving you afifty percent discount
over and above what they contribute to the case."”

Shelooked alittle sartled. "Why?'

"Becausethis isn't adivorce case. And onefurther stipulation: if 1 don't find out who did this, | won't
charge you onered cent.”

She gave me alook that asked the question | dared not answer honestly.
"Company policy,” | lied. "I guarantee results.”

The truth was her father had saved my life. Robert Delacroix had dready gotten my promiseto
avenge his death and protect his daughter. The creature that precipitated his fiery dissolution had aready
perished and discorporated in the furnace in question. And the only person that witnesses could place at
the scene of the crime was yourstruly. The fact that | had been front row and center when Chdice's
daddy ended up in the crematory oven didn't mean that | could just fake an inconclusive paper trail and
blow off theinvestigation. | couldn't take money from the Delacroix family when the debt was mine here.
And, whatever | might finaly reved to Ms. Delacroix, | needed to find out how many other red-eyed
bloodsuckers with cdll phones were hanging out in Northeast Louisiana.

And what forces were at work when corpses climbed out of their graves and coffinsto battle
vampires and do businesswith aman trapped in the twilight realm between the living and the dead.

Chapter Five

Robert Vernon Delacroix was afifty-three-year-old black custodian who had gotten a bad case of
the flu and an even worse case of congestive heart failure during one of his coughing fits.

That was the extent of the rather terse autopsy report that Olive had clipped to thefile. It did not
shineany light on Mr. D's potentiad motives for dancing with my pop-eyed vampire. The fact of the
autopsy, itsdf—remova of vitd organs, including the brain—made the old man's behavior even more
unlikely as opposed to someone who was "merely dead.”

Olive had a so attached a printout of Mr. Delacroix's credit report and had typed in avariety of
formsto gather additiond information should | choose to do so: an MV 198G requesting acopy of his
driver'slicense, an MV 15 for obtaining a copy of hislicense registration, aUCC-11 for listing such
financid information asloans taken out by or liensagaingt Mr. Delacroix, and alist of Internet websites
for short-cutsto credit reports, tax assessments, and government databases. Each lead might not tell me
much but put them together and | would find bits of information connecting to other bits of information
that could tell me whereto look next.

Normdly, that is.



Unfortunatdy, thiswasno
find-the-hidden-bank-account/trace-the-stolen-property/l ocate-the-missing-person kind of investigation,
it wasmoreof a
figure-out-why-the-dead-guy-saved-my-ass-and-what-protecting-his-daughter-was-al | -about kind of
case.

Complicating everything was the fact that there were vampiresin town—emphasison the plurd.

A year and awholelifetimeago | didn't believe in vampires. Or ghogts. Or awhole raft of
night-creatures that had heretofore been relegated to fairytae stories and B-minus cinema. That was
before a detour through Weir, Kansas resulted in an episode of "lost time" and the onset of apeculiar
wasting disease that dulled my gppetite and sharpened my sengtivity to sunlight. Although it seemed to be
geding my life, it aso made me highly resstant to degth. The automobile accident that killed my wife and
daughter landed me on the morgue's autopsy table, where | woke up and proceeded to scare the bg ezus
out of the coroner and a hospital janitor.

Not to mention mysdif.

Maybe | didn't redly diein the crash: my heart till beat, though with avadtly different rhythm, and |
gtill required air—but having one foot in the grave and the other in theland of the living made these
digtinctions moot. If the necrotic virusfrom Draculas transfusion didn't actudly kill me someday, it ill
seemed destined to drive me mad. Half-bdieving that Jennifer's spirit remained behind to "haunt” me was
just the earliest stage of its effect on my cerebral cortex. What would come later? Would | become
another soulless vampire predator? Or would | become something more monstrous? More evil ?

More like my ancient forebear?

Generations of inbreeding certainly set the stage for the madnessto come at the close of the sixteenth
century. Erzsébet Bathory's neurologicd problems manifested at an early age with seizures and blackouts
when shewasjust four or five. A sadistic, bisexua aunt and a schizophrenic uncle provided perverse
tutelage at an impressionable age. And then there was Lord Acton's axiom: spoiled, wedthy child of
privilege raised by a series of governesses employed to cater to her every need—it would have been a
miracleif her relationships hadn't been dysfunctiona to some degree.

And what's easier to forget in thiskinder, gentler world that we oh-so-civilized folk now inhabit is
that she was very much achild of her time. Hungary was experiencing aturbulent period in its aready
tempestuous history. It had served as a battleground between the Turkish forces of the Ottoman Empire
and the Hapsburg armies of Austriaand there were continuous and mostly ineffectud effortsto send the
Turks back home—or at |east keep them at bay. War, battle, death, and retribution unfolded al around
her on aregular basis. Life was harsh and the adminisiration of justice—or, rather, rule—was even
harsher.

Asayoung girl Erzsébet witnessed numerous punishments and executions, including numerous
whippings, floggings, hangings, forced cannibalism, and burnings at the stake. Three peasant boyswere
accused of trying to rape her when she was eight years old. She had afront row seat when they were
publicly castrated.

A fanatical Lutheran called Preacher Hebler was one of her childhood tutors. Hetried impressing
upon hisyoung charge the importance of piety with vivid and heartfet stories of the horrors of Hell and
the tortures of the damned. As gruesome as the churchman's imaginative parables were they proved no
match for the every day brutaity that was up close and impersond. In later years these stories may have
actualy provided inspiration for her own gppaling "hobbies.”

Onenight, while till in the formative years of her childhood, Erzsébet was taken from her
bedchamber to witness a specid execution. A gypsy had been accused of selling children to the Turks
and his sentence was offered as public entertainment. Who knows what emaotionsfilled her young breast
as shewatched? A horse was brought forward and pulled to the ground where its belly was diced open.
Did the dying beast scream more pitifully? Or the accused while he was stuffed, struggling and shrieking,



amid the steaming entrails? Did she clutch at the arms of her velvet chair in dismay asthe equine guts
were closed and sewn shut? Or in excitement during the delayed and drawn out suffocation that followed
such agory entombment.

One might guess at her emationa bent by now but the intellectud 1esson was unavoidable: if you
were noble-born, commoners might be abused or disposed of with impunity and without fear of
retribution. Could | depend upon my civilized upbringing, the lateness of my infection, to make meamore
civilized monster? Or did the same dark blood that burned in her savage breast lie dormant in our shared
genetic codes? Would that vird key eventuadly unlock my own murderousid and send it rampaging
through the twisted convolution of sulci, gyri and fissuresin my cerebellum to mirror her dark acts? How
would | know until it wastoo late?

Maybeit already was.

The phone rang, interrupting my menta detour-de-force.

| picked up the receiver and announced: "After Dark Investigations.”

"I would like to spegk with Mr. Haim." The voice was familiar. Aswere the subvocd stressors.
"Speeking.”

"Mr. Ham? Thisis Susan Sinor.”

Ah. "Yes, Mrs. Sinor. How isyour husband?'

A pause. "He'sdead, Mr. Haim."

My turn to pause. "I'm terribly sorry, Mrs. Sinor. Isthere anything | can do?’

"Yes" She drew adeep and ragged bresth. "The police told me he died at the scene.”

So much for my assurancesthat hewould cal from the hospitd. "'l didn't redlize that hisinjurieswere
S0 s=rious.”

"They were serious, Mr. Ham. He died in the crash.”

"The Medica Examiner thinksit might have been aheart attack. Wewill have to wait for the autopsy
to be sure but he's sure that my husband was aready dead when the impact threw him out of the car.”

"l—I don't know what to say."

"Well, say something, Mr. Haim. Tell me how my dead husband got up and waked dl the way up
to your house, called me from your telephone, and then ended up back down at accident scene when the
police arived! Can you explain that?'

| couldn't, of course. Other than to suggest that the M.E. must be mistaken. It wasn't a satisfactory
explanation but it was better than the dternative.

She was sobbing when | findly hung up and | cursed mysdlf for picking up the office phone during the
day. | had asecretary for that at night and an answering machine for during the day. Another good
reason | shouldn't even be here (or anywhere) during the day.

The phonerang again. | sat and stared at it, rethinking my communications strategy: e-mail, |
thought; sever all relations with Ma Bell and only deal with people on-line.

The answering machine picked up. "After Dark Investigations,” it announced in Olive's chipper tones,
"Samud Haim, licensed private detective, and associates. Our office hours are eight p.m. to two am.
Y ou may cal back or leave amessage at the beep.”

Please, | thought, be anything but a divorce case.
It wes.
Not adivorce case, that is.

My secretary's voice continued to come over the machine's speaker but it was no longer arecording:
"Sam, thisis Olive. I've left amessage on your machine a home but, just in case you missit, I'm leaving



one here at the office, aswell. My sgter is at the hospital and needs meto sit with her. | don't know how
long well be there so—"

| picked up the receiver. "Olive? Sam here."

"Whét are you doing in S0 early, boss?*

What was| doing here? Oh, yeah . . . "Meeting with aclient.”

"Must be someclient.”

"Must be" | agreed. "Iseverything dl right?'

The barest of hesitations for my ebullient secretary spoke volumes. "It'smy sster'sboy. . . ."

"Jamd?" | had used Olive's nephew on severd casesinvolving daytime surveillance, including the
Snhow Queen's"dienation of afliction.”

"Ishedl right?" | asked.

"It'stheflu." Shesaid it asif the boy had been diagnosed with cancer.

"They had to hospitaize him?"

"Maybe you haven't heard but there's a particularly virulent strain going around.”

| remembered that Robert Delacroix's fatal coronary was occasioned by the flu. Of course, Jamal
was young and hedlthy and whoever heard of anineteen-year-old dying from the flu in these early years
of the twenty-first century?

"Anyway, | wanted you to know that | may be late or even absent tonight. If that'sall right with you.”

It didn't matter whether it was dl right with me or not. It was family and that mattered more than
showing up to sit by adrowsy telephone for my little fly-by-night detective agency-cum-hobby. Olive
wasjust being polite and | completed the formalities by saying "that'sdl right” and "take al the time that
you need.”

"Thanks, Sam. I'd better get going.”

"Do you need anything? Isthere anything | can do?"

Again there was that quarter-beat hesitation, imperceptible to anyone ese.

"What?' | pounced. "Tell me, Olive." And knowing she wastoo proud to ask any favors, | pushed.

Menta Domination is not asimple processin face-to-face encountersand | had only tried "pushing” over
the telephone once before. It hadn't proved effectud in getting my cable installed any quicker.

"My car'sinthe shop,” shefinaly admitted. "1 need to call acab.”
"Cancdl thecab,” | said, "I'll driveyou."

* * *

Despite Olive's protestations that it was asunny day and | should stay inside, | picked her up
forty-five minutes |l ater.

Shewasfully sgned on to my explanation about extreme susceptibility to skin cancer. It was certainly
truethat | had developed afew epidurd carcinomas before | figured out that my stopover in Weir had
effectively cancelled my membership at the tanning salon and necessitated a career moveto the night
shift. But what she didn't know was that cancer was only a secondary issue.

Sunlight made me sick. It sapped my strength, clouded my mind, and made meitchy and jittery, and
downright nauseated. Wearing hats and long-deeved shirts and wraparound shades and datheringon a
ton of SPF100 sunblock served astalismans againgt the tumors.

But there was always that nagging apprehension that, one of these days—just like the undead whose
blood | shared—I was going to spontaneoudy combust.

Olivedidn't know anything about my preternatura biology but she kept apologizing asif she knew
the gamble| took to chauffeur her acrosstown. The Merc's heavily tinted windows made the trip
bearable but | was on the verge of devel oping anervoustic as we approached the hospital.



"Forget it,” | said for thefifth time. Obvioudly five had not proved sufficient so | added: "1 actudly
have busness at Greenwood so it's no inconvenience a al." That seemed to help, but now | would have
to park the car and go insdefor alittle while, wander around asif | actualy did have someplaceto be.

At leadt it best tailing Hyrum Cummingsto evening City Council mestings.

The closest available parking dot was agood two-block walk from the visitors entrance but |
smiled, crossed my fingers, and trusted my fate to Coppertone. Outside the car the solar radiation
staggered me, the light bearing down with a pa pable weight on my back and shoulders. | immediately
dapped a straw fedoraon my head—a Dobbs Pamer with a moderate brim—but my scalp itched and
tingled throughout the long walk to the hospitd's entryway.

A double-set pair of diding doorsformed an airlock that kept the lobby cool and soothed my buzzing
nerves and twitching skin. It didn't do anything for the fresh migraine Smmering at the back of my
brainpan like the embers of abanked fire. | took my sunglasses off before my eyes had time to recover
and nearly ran into a potted plant and then atrashcan on the way to the elevators.

Olive—at least | assumed it was Olive—laid ahand on my arm. "Are you okay, Boss?'

| tried agrin and attempted to put reassurancein the middle of it. "Wdll, if I'm not, I'm certainly inthe
right place.”

"Maybe you better let me drive you home."

"Serioudy, Olive, how are you getting home?

"My sger will drop meoff.”

"l canwait."

"I won't leave while she's here. If necessary, I'll be her excuse to go home before shelstotdly
exhaugted.”

| reached out, located her shoulder, squeezed gently. "How bad isit?"
| think she shook her head. "It'skilling black people.”
"What?'

"Mr. Ham!" A new voice derailed the conversation before | could make sense of what | thought |
hed just heard.

"What do you mean—" | was saying when another dim blob emerged from the haze. Asmy hand left
Olive's shoulder, it was envel oped by another and shaken vigoroudly.

"Lou Rallins, Mr. Haim; | sent you aletter last week!"

"I'mafraid | don't—"

"BioWeb Industries,”" the voice continued, filling the emptiness of the corridor like an auditory tidal
wave. "My people are very keen on joining your client list!"

"Clientligt," | repeated.

"Sam, I'd better get upstairs,” Olive said, excusing hersdif.

Lou Rollins maintained afirm grip on my hand. He added another to my upper arm. "I'll check inon
you before | leave,” | cdled after her retresting form.

"Say, thisis perfect!” Lou-from-BioWeb exclaimed. In fact, every sentence from Lou'slips hed
sounded exclamatory so far. "1'm on my way up to Pedesto work another handshake deal and thisway |
get tokill two birdswith one stone!”

Two birdswith one stone. | grew lessfond of that old saw with every passing day.

"Let'swak thisway . . ." Hereleased my hand but steered me toward the e evators with an arm that

hovered dangeroudy close to my shoulders. "Now, the area hospitals pay you how much per unit of
blood?'

Ah. A light clicked on a the end of my tunnel vison. "Mr. Rollins—"



"Lou™

"Lou," | amended; "that is privileged information between my blood bank and my clients. And the
client-list is very short because | smply don't do enough volumeto service dl of theloca hospitals.
We'rereally more of aboutique as blood banks go.”

"We can hdp you change that!"

The devator doors did shut behind me as | pondered that. My Glock was negtly holstered and
zippered and locked in the glove compartment of my car while, for the briefest of moments, | considered
the odds of being trapped in thismeta box with ahomicida maniac.

"Oh, Sam—may | call you Sam? Y our expresson!”

| could now seethat Lou Rallins had aface like my Uncle Harry: round and capped with afringe of
curly brown hair, large eyeswith smile crinkles at the corners, and awide mouth that perpetually
aternated between laughing and grinning.

| never did care much for Uncle Harry.

"I'm talking about a combined fundraiser and blood drivel" he continued. "BioWeb ishogting abig
bash at its conference center thisweekend and | think you'll find it very profitable to come on board with
g

"What does your company want with my blood bank?"

"Product, of course! Blood!" The doorsdid open and | stepped out, not caring if this was the right
floor or not. "We do research, Sam, and we've embarked upon some new trias that require more than
double—nearly triple the volume of blood, plasma, and platelets that we utilized last year!"

"Wdl, Mr. Rallins—"

“Lou™

"As scarce as my resources are, | would rather my ‘product’ go to the people who need it the most:
the Sck, theinjured, the dying.”

"| respect that, Sam, | redly do! But let metell you alittlestory .. ."

With some dacrity | suddenly redlized that | wasn't so much affecting aretreat from Lou ashe was
herding me toward his destination.

"Once upon atime there was this town that was situated near a cliff that overlooked the sea. Now,
from time to time—on a pretty regular basis—people would get too close to the edge of the cliff and fall
off. Thefdl usualy wasn't enough to kill them but it would bang them up pretty good! So the town
council held abunch & meetings and came up with two plans.

"I think I've heard this," | said.

"Thefirgt involved getting afancy ambulance and parking it at the bottom of the cliff. It would be
outfitted with dl the trimmings:. life-saving gear, specidly trained paramedics, the works! And aspecidly

paved road that would get the ambulance up to the hospital in record time! That was Plan A!" Drameétic
pause. "And do you know what Plan B was?"

"A wadl," | answered.

"A wal!" he continued with no indication of having heard me. "A plain and smplewall to be built so
asto keep people from getting too close to the edge at the top!”

"Prevention versus trestment,” | observed. "With the town choosing the more expensive and painful
back-end solution.”

"So, with the estimates running to five-thousand dollars for the wall and five-hundred-thousand for
the ambulance and stuff, which do you think the town council decided to fund?' Helooked at me
expectantly.

"Lou," | sad, "I think you'retelling methis story to try to make the point that an ounce of prevention
isworth apound of cure and that your research is going to save alot of lives down the road. Of course,



to make the analogy more truthful you'd have to add the stipulations that the ambulance could bein place
tomorrow whilethewal couldn't be built for another year or two."

"Y eah, theambulance . . ." Helooked at me curioudly. " Say, have you heard this one before?"

"| used to belong to an HMO. Look, Mr. Rallins, I'll consider your request if you can send me some
info on this research project of yours. Diverting aready scarce resourcesfor researchisagamble. A
worthy gamble, but agamble nonetheless. Before roll the dice on an expectant mother hemorrhaging in
the ddlivery room, | want asense of the stakesfor futurelives.”

"Y ou think were playing God, Sam?"

"Oneway or another, we're dl playing God, Lou. Mogt of usjust won't own up toit.”

A thinwall pierced the conversation and | noticed that we had ambled into the maternity wing. The
neonatal unit wasto my left and | caught sight of a dozen tiny beds and four closed incubators beyond a

large glasswindow. Five babiesrested or squirmed in their hospital cradleswhile asixth shrieked itspain
or anger from the back of the room.

"Well, I'm sure | can get the company to send you some information,” Lou was saying, "but | gotta
warn you—it'll probably be pretty technica."

"That'sokay," | said absently, "I've been reading alot of medical research papers of late.”

A nursewas carrying the screaming infant againgt her shoulder, walking back and forth, trying to

sootheit into restfulness. Not anger, | decided, the pitch and tone are pure misery. Acute discomfort,
if not actual suffering.

"Well, let me set you up with atour of the BioWeb facilities,”" Lou was saying as he pressed some
cardstock into my hands. "And herée's a couple of free passes for our 'Death Sucks blood drive and
Haloween dance! Bring afriend. Hdll, heréstwo more: bring friends!"

| nodded absently asif | had friends. Instead, | concentrated on the baby's wails, trying to clarify the
pattern. Obvious—blatant even—once | figured it out but Rollins had distracted me, preventing me from
seeing it sooner. Every time the nurse brought the child in close proximity to the window on the far Sde of
the nursery, it cried dl the harder. It might not be obvious to the untrained human ear or anurse nearing
the end of athirty-six-hour rotation but Lupé says| have the ears of awaolf.

And she should know.
"Excuse me, Lou; did you say you had ameeting in Pediatrics?'

Startled and derailed, it took him amoment to shuffle through his menta scripts. "Actudly, I've
arranged asit-down with the neonatal supervisor. . . ."

"Grest! Can | get an introduction?'

"Y ou want to gt in on the meeting?' Caught between company pitches, he hadn't regained his
balance. Or maybe he didn't fancy any third parties at the next deal cutting.

"No. | just need afew minutes of whoever'sin charge hereéstime.”

"That would be me." The voice belonged to a short, round woman in pale blue scrubs, cap, and
booties. "I imagine one of you isMr. Rallins.”

"That'sme!" Outstretched hand and thousand-watt smile, Lou Rollinswas back on track. "And you
must be Anital™

"Nurse Jensen,” she said with amild smile. "Y ou'll forgive meif | don't shake your hand. | just
scrubbed and | have to get back to my babiesin afew minutes.”

"Maam, what's the matter with the baby that's crying in there?' | asked politely. | learned early on
that it never paysto berude to those in authority.

Shefrowned at me anyway. "I'm anurse, not a'maam.’ Areyou family?"
"Maybe," | said. And gave her amenta nudge.
The frown lines degpened but she nodded and answered anyway. "We don't know, yet."



"What do you know?" | pushed alittle harder.

"Baby Helen has an enlarged liver and spleen. She's anemic and her bilirubin iseevated.” Her frown
deepened. "Doctor suspects EB."

"EB?" | asked, trying to blend a"please tell me more" tone with asubvoca command to never mind
my stranger status and keep talking.

"Epidermolysisbullosa. It's an inherited disorder that causes blistersto form on the skin at Sites of
traumato the body."

"The child hastraumainjuries?'

"Shehasbligters," Jensen snapped, eyes narrowing as she shifted her attention away from the what
of my question and more toward the why. "Infantswith EB are sometimes born with blisters.”

"Sounds asif you need agenetics consult,” | suggested, preparing to mentally cram that request down
her throat if necessary. | was spared having to mind-wrestle Nurse Jensen into placing the call by the
ariva of afamiliar face.

"Mr. Ham?'

| turned and looked a my newest client. "Ms. Delacroix?"

"Dr. Chdice" Nurse Jensen said, "l wasjust explaining the infant's symptomsto this gentleman.”

"Redly?' Chdice Delacroix nodded briefly to Lou Rallins, who nodded back. "Why? Is he family?'

Jensen looked alittle confused; her frown lines squirmed.

"Inamanner of speeking,” | answered. "I think this baby and | have something in common.”

"Oh my," my client said with agood-natured smile. "I don't know how | can resst passing up such a
wonderful set-up line, Mr. Haim." She turned and nodded &t Lou. "Mr. Rallins. What brings you to
neonatal ?'

He smiled but leaned forward and lowered his voiceto answer: "Umbilica cords.”

| mentally grabbed my eyebrows before they could rise.

"What's that?" Nurse Jensen's frown deepened.

Roallinsturned back to her and upped the wattage on his smile. "Is there someplace we can St down
and talk?'

"Let mejust collect those blood samples and I'll be on my way," Delacroix said, placing an insulated
carrier on the counter of the nurses station. " Then you can palaver to your heart's content."”

Jensen turned to the small refrigerator at the back of the station and stooped to open the door.
"What makes you think EB?' | asked Chdlice.

"I don't think EB. Doctor thinks EB. | run the samples on the parents and child and screen for a
variety of genetic disorders and see what pops up.”

"I thought you worked the night shift.”

"Ditto."

"An emergency cameup,” | answered.

"Ditto," she repeated with asmile. "Here's mine. Where's yours?'

"Downgtairs.” | was spared alonger answer by Nurse Jensen's return with four vias of blood.
"I should have an answer in forty-eight to seventy-two hours," Delacroix told her.

"Will you screen for Xeroderma pigmentosum?” | asked.

"What?" Jensen asked.

"Why?' Delacroix seconded.

| nodded toward the nursery. "The child shows signs of increasing distress every time she's carried
closeto thewindow.” Another thought occurred and | turned to Jensen. ™Y ou said her bilirubin was



elevated. Has she had photo-therapy?!
"I don't know," Jensen replied, "'l just came on duty. Let me check.”
As shewent off in search of the chart | looked back at Rollins and Delacroix.
"Billy who?" Rollins asked with ahdf-amile,

"Bilirubin isabyproduct of red blood cell destruction,” Delacroix explained before | could open my
mouth. "Hemoglobin is broken down to heme and globin. Heme isthen converted to bilirubin and carried
to theliver by albumin in the bloodstream, where it's further processed and then excreted in the bile.”

The expression on Rollins face wavered between "huh?' and "so0?"

"The problem,” | said, continuing the explanation, "isthat anewborn'sliver isn't as efficient asan
adult's—it'sjust started working for onething. It takes afew daysfor an infant's system to gear up the
entire process for breaking down red blood cells and eliminating the byproducts. Sometimestheresa
brief period where the bilirubin builds up in their systems, causing their skin and the whites of their eyesto
appear jaundiced.”

| noticed that Chalice Delacroix eyed me with the same look that most zoo-goers gave the
duck-billed platypus.

"Mogt of thetimethisisatemporary condition but there are occasions when the bilirubin levels can

get dangeroudy high. If too much accumulatesfor too long, it can find its way into the central nervous
system and cause brain damage.”

"Kericterus," Chdice sad, nodding.
"So I'm wondering if the hospital hastried photo-therapy.”

"Photo-therapy,” Rollins repeated. If he had been following me up to thispoint I'd clearly lost him
Now.

"It'sthe most common treatment for reducing bilirubin levelsin infants,” Chalice explained. "By
positioning specid fluorescent lights over anewborn, achemical reaction can be stimulated that speeds
up bilirubin breakdown in the bloodstream.”

"S0," Rallins pondered, "you think they ought to try it on the baby in there?"

"No," | said alittletoo sharply. | softened my tone. "If this baby is photo-sengtive, it would be
harmful—possibly fatal—if she's exposed to excessive light!”

"What makes you think the child is photo-sengitive?' Chalice wanted to know.

Nurse Jensen returned with the chart and spared me the necessity for elaboration. "Y es. She's had
photo-therapy. In fact we have two blood samples on her, one taken before and the other after, to seeif
there's been any changesin the blood chemisgtry.”

"We need to seethe baby," | said.

"What?" Jensen shook her head. "No. I'm afraid that's out of the question.”

Chadlice glanced a me before giving the charge nurse her full attention. "1 realy think it might bea
good idea, Nurse," she said.

Jensen's mouth was set in atight line. 'Y ou have no jurisdiction here, Dr. Delacroix.”

"Let ustakeaquick look," | said reasonably. You won't regret it! "Y ou won't regret it."

"l—I shouldnt—"

"It'sdl right," | said. Really! "Please?'

"Perhgps. . ." Jensen was wavering. Rollinsjust stared at us, bug-eyed.

"Think of it asgetting asecond opinion.” Let usin! | pushed, findly out of patience asthe infant
continued to squall in the next room.

Jensen opened the half door that permitted egressinto the nurse's station and led usinto the adjoining
nursery. The nurse who had been carrying Baby Helen had placed her back in her isolette and was



tending to another infant now. She looked up at our approach. "I couldn't get her to stop crying, Anita.”

"It'sdl right,” Jensen said. "Well—I'll take over for now."

"| think her blistersareworse," the other nurse said as she made notations on another chart. "Whenis
our consult coming?'

"I'm here," Chdice answered. "I've dready |ogged the tests as high priority but I'll camp in the lab
and try to push to thefront of thelineif | can.”

Whilethey weretalking | reached into the isolette and retrieved Baby Helen. "Oh dear God!" |
whispered as| drew her close to me. The child was covered with vesicles or bullae—quarter-sized
bligters. | touched one and, asit gave under the light pressure of my finger, it oozed clear fluid. It could
till be XP but I had another idea. "1 need aWood's lamp."

"Put that child down,”" Jensen said, reaching for Baby Helen.

"Get meaWood's lamp now!" | barked, applying enough pressure to jumpstart my own headache.

Pain and confusion in her eyes, Jensen turned and hurried away.

Chalice eased her hands between mine. "May 17" she asked carefully. Just as carefully she eased the

infant up and over just enough to get agood look at her back. " See the bullae here? The vesiclesare
smadler and more newly formed.”

"The blisters on her front are probably from the bili-lights," | reasoned. "Her back would have picked
up indirect sunlight while she was being carried close to the window."

Chdice nodded. "A differenceintime and light intensity. Let's check the digper.”

| laid the baby down on the changing table. Jensen returned with a Wood's light as we unfastened the

digper and folded it down. Stains, as though someone had spilled asmal amount of red wine, marked the
inner layer. Also tdlling was the absence of blisters on the skin that had been shielded by the digpers.

"Seethis?' | said to the group asthey gathered around closely. " The reddish color in the uring?
Someone douse the lightsand plug in that lamp.”

While Chalice plugged in the Wood's lamp and positioned it, Jensen turned off the room'slightsand
the other nurse lowered the shades over the observation windows to block the light from the hallways.

Asthe Wood'slamp flickered into an eerie purplish fluorescence the stained area of the digper began
to glow an unearthly pink.

"What you're seeing now," | continued, "are the abnormal proteins that have been excreted through
Baby Helen'srend system.”

"Porphyrins” said Chdice.

"Right. And | think the proper testswill confirm one of the porphyries—probably CEP."

"CEP?" Jensen'slicorice frown was even scarier in the violet murk of the Wood's light.

| nodded. "Congenitd erythropoietic porphyria.”

"It's pretty rare,” Chalice observed. "Even among the known porphyrias.”

"L essthan a couple of hundred known cases worldwide," | agreed. | looked over at the head nurse.
"Y ou're going to need a serious genetics conault. | can giveyou alist of expertsin thefield of porphyrias
and photo-sengitive disorders such as XP if the hospital doesn't have ready access.” | switched off the

Wood's lamp, and the purple and pink luminescences faded. Now immersed in darkness, the room's only
illumination came from a Christmas-y congtellation of red and green LEDs on the natal monitors.

"They'll recommend more specific treatments but, arting right now, you've got to keep thisinfant
away from direct light sources. No windows. No hili-lights. In fact, she will be safer around incandescent
bul bs than fluorescent lamps as they emit less porphyrin-exciting wavelengths. But any light at dl isa
hazard. Keep her in the dark as much as possible until you've got adoctor on the case that knows CEP!"

"How seriousisit?" Jensen asked as she picked up a blanket and began to drape Baby Helen's
isolette.



"Very serious. Although alot better now than once upon atime.” | explained asbest | could how the
absence of the enzyme uroporphyrin in the body's cells created two serious problems. First there wasthe
issue of heme, an essentia ingredient of hemoglobin that victims of CEP couldn't manufacture.
Transfusions and bone-marrow transplants could help, assuming the right genetic donors could be found,
but that was atrickier business than one might assume. The second problem echoed the bilirubin issue:
the uroporphyrin enzyme deficiency prevented the breakdown of heme'stoxic protein
precursors—porphyrins. The buildup of toxic levels of these porphyrinsin the bloodstream and urine
produced a number of unpleasant sde effects. The photosensitivity not only produced blisters on the
epidural surfaces but aso caused scarring and even patches of hair to sprout whereit might not normally
grow. Porphyrin deposits on teeth and bones produced a reddish discol oration and made them brittle.
Even so, with proper trestment and careful avoidance of sunlight, most patients with CEP could now
anticipate alife expectancy of forty to Sixty years.

"Once upon atimethey would have lived short, painful lives" | concluded. "Shorter, if thelocas
decided they were vampires."

The other nurse gasped as she turned on asmdl lamp at the far end of the room. "'Vampires?'

"Receding gums giving the teeth an € ongated appearance, dready stained red from the porphyrin
depodits. . . reddish urine. . . extreme palor and anocturnd lifestyle." | omitted the fact that garlic was
aso ano-no, dueto thefact that it painfully stimulated heme production.

Jensen made acall aswe left, demanding an immediate genetics consult and would someone please
page the attending Pedes physician. Stat!

"Y ou're extremely well-read on the porphyrias,”" Chalice said as we rode down on the elevator
together, "for a private investigetor.”

"I have awide range of interests.”

"Y ou work the night shift, wear a hat, sunglasses, protective clothing . . ." her nogtrilsflared, ™ . . .
sunscreen . . . pardon my nosiness, Mr. Haim, but do you have something like CEP?'

"No," | said asthe doors did open on the second floor. "Nothing like, at dl.”
Unfortunately.
| stepped out and walked away as the doors closed behind me.

Chapter Six

| found Olive and her sster camped out in the visitors waiting areajust down the hal.

"l just don't understand it,” Claire said, staring dully at the floor. "He was as hedthy asahorse
yesterday. Wakes up this morning with acough—just like Mr. Lloyd."

Olive dipped her arm around her sgter's shoulders. "Jamd's had the flu before.”

"Not thisflu. Thisflu bekilling people." Claire shook her head. "They won't even let family into see
him."



Thefirgt hint of distress crept into my secretary's voice. "They won't let you see him?' The receptors
in the vomeronasa region of my nose caught afaint odor of Olive's stress pheromones behind the miasma
of fear surrounding her sgter like aclammy fog.

"They let me stand outside a specia room and look at him through awindow. They say they haveto
keep himinisolation.”

"It'sfor your protection as much asyour son's,” said anew voice.

Weadl looked up at aman who had seemingly appeared out of nowhere. With broad shouders and
blond hair in acrew cut, he looked like someone had locked Drew Carey in agym and taken away his
glasses. Histhree-piece auit fit oddly, asif tailored for someone ese. Or maybeit was that the man,
himsalf, was proportioned just abit strangely. "May | speak with you about your son's Situation?”

Olive's eyes gave him the quick once-over. "Are you adoctor?'

"No maam—"

"Isthis about the insurance?' Olive was clearly up for running interference for her Ster.

"I'm hereto offer somefinancid hep, actudly,” the man said withasmile.

Olive's mouth bloomed into areciprocating smile that suggested Mr. Three-piece-suit was just about
the most welcome person in her world right now. | knew that look and felt vaguely sorry for thisguy.
Olive and her people had heard them all: promises of assistance, grants, loans, opportunities, future
windfals. . . promisesthat had evaporated, twisted into something else entirely, or had come with hidden
daggers, snares, and pitfals. Seeing the teeth in Olive's smile reminded methat there are dtill tribesin the
world who regard the act of smiling asasign of aggression.

"I'm John Jones," he said, offering hishand. "I'm with Bioweb."

My third BioWeb employee within the hour. | wondered what Mama Samm would say. She did not
strike me as arabid adherent of coincidence. Maybe John Jones wasn't his real name. Maybe he was
one of the Red Lectroids ("It's not my planet, monkey-boy!") or maybe he was Jonn Jonzz, the Martian
Manhunter. Maybe his middle name was Paul and he had not yet begun to fight. . . .

Maybe it wastime to go home and lie down.

"Y ou want to help with Jamal's hospital bill?" Olive asked, taking Jones hand. It was suddenly
obviousthat she wasn't letting go until he answered the question to her satisfaction.

"Actually, yes. Infact, weld liketo cover dl hisexpenses.” Hissmile stayed in place and he didn't
seem a dl discomfited that Olive fill held hishand in her grasp.

"Why?" Depend on Oliveto cut to the chase. "Y ou run some kind of charity program?"
"No maam. Thisisbusiness. But good businessfor everyone, | think. May | Sit?'
Olive nodded and released his hand. Jones sat and tucked histie back down into his puckered vest.

"My company does medica research. We'rein the business of developing medica techniquesand
finding curesto improve the human condition.” He produced a couple of brochures from hisbriefcase
and handed them to Olive and Claire. "This new strain of influenzathat's going around—well, were
interested in finding avaccinefor it."

"Y ouwant Jamd for aguineapig,” Olive said bluntly.

"That's not theway | would put it."

"But | would," Olive continued pleasantly, smile il in place. "So, let's get down toit, Mr. Jones.
Y ou want to try some new experimenta drug on my nephew?"

"No. No, nothing likethat." Jones had asmooth ddivery, I'll give him that: alittle off-balance but
barely rattled. "Before we can devel op any kind of avaccine, we need to understand the devel opment of
this particular strain. We want to be intimately involved in the case histories of as many people who have

thisflu as possible. The hospitals are only geared up to give their patients arelative degree of attention
based on the severity of their individua conditions and just enough to make them well. We promisea



level of involvement that will include around-the-clock monitoring and testing. Y our nephew, maam—"
he turned and nodded to Claire, "—your son, will have the best medica care available

"Tel usmore about thismedica care,” | said. "Specifics, | mean." I'd been listening closely but now |
specificaly focused on subvoca stressors, cluesthat he might be lying on any specific points.

As Jones explained it, the dedl that BioWeb proposed was that they would have twenty-four-hour
accessto Jamal for observation and permission to take the full spectrum of samples—blood, urine, stoal,
even breath—on aregular basis. In addition, non-invasive scans and tests would be administered
regularly. BioWeb personne would administer no unusua trestments or drugs without mutual agreement
between the family and the hospitdl. That was the clincher: Jama would remain a patient of the hospitdl
and under their medica care. BioWeb would pick up thefull tab for the privilege of testing and
monitoring access.

The deal seemed fool proof. Jamal would receive hundreds of thousands of dollars of additional
medica care and it wouldn't cost the family adime. Olive looked over at me and | nodded once, my
assurance coming from my inability to pick up any fasetonesin Jones pitch. But, as Claire sgned the
paperwork and | headed back to my car, | felt troubled by the old proverb: "If something seemstoo
good to betrue, it probably is."

As| headed for the outer doors | passed by the emergency entrance and awave of dizziness hit me.
Seconds later | recognized the scent that triggered it: | turned and watched as paramedics rushed a
sretcher on whedlstoward one of the traumarooms. An arm flopped loose from the restraining straps
and adribble of dark blood suddenly became a bright red arteria spray, spattering acolumn and
linoleum tileswith a gory spoor. The wave became atsunami, pulling me under into a hot, dark tunndl. |
turned and ran blindly for the doors.

The sun caught me unprepared.

It was like running into awhite-hot furnace. My skin felt asthough it was sarting to szzleas | groped
for my sunglasses. | was blinded by thelight (revved up like adeuce) and my car was out of sight.

As| fumbled my shadesinto place | had the digtinct impression that my hair was beginning to
smolder. | yanked my hat down to my ears, the straw crackling asit gave way. At least | hoped it was
the straw doing the crackling.

It took another minute for my eyesto adjust to the excessive amount of solar radiation, only partialy
blocked by my heavily opagued and polarized lenses. | oriented on my car and set off a arun asthefirgt
blister appeared on the back of my hand. | jammed my handsin my pockets and al but danced at the
crosswak as| waited for the traffic signal to change. As| reached my car | knew | was going to have a
bad time of it.

It wasn't just the sunlight.

Think of the worgt sunburn you've ever had and remember the deepless night that followed. Multiply
by ten. Bad enough. Not awful but more than alittle unpleasant. And it wouldn't be the first time: while
there were some tasks that just could not be delegated or postponed until after sundown, | rebelled
againgt my nocturnal condition by signing on for more than my necessary share of daytime excursions.
Liketoday.

But it wasn't just the sunlight.

The scent of human blood filled my olfactory epithelium, trickled across the gustatory cells at the
back of my throat, and sent bright, hot golden threads of chemosensory hormones surging toward the
limbic region of my chemically dtered brain.

The Hunger was returning.

It was agood night to stay home.



An even better night to lock mysdlf in and take a series of cold baths and showers until burning,
buzzing, itching, crawling sensations receded.

Unfortunately | had aclassto teach and, with a schedule of eight nights amonth, a missed lecture
was the equivalent of aweek'sworth of day classes.

| lay beneath theicy waters of afull-drawn bathtub, holding my breeth for ten minutes, and then
climbed out like a hairless, blue-skinned polar bear. A pot of water had come to aslow boil on the stove
and | padded to the refrigerator, leaving pawlike puddles of water in my wake.

No pig's blood or mixed beef stock tonight. The Hunger had been triggered and those occasiona
stopgaps weren't sufficient now—especidly after taking solar damage. Maybe with extensive rest and
meditation. . .

But tonight | had obligations: | reached into the crisper bin and retrieved two plastic pouches [abeled
"Bayou Blood Bank."

| glanced at the clock: even with the water aready aboil, the microwave would be faster. But there
are some things that microwaving ruins. After ahaf-dozen experimentsI'd come to the concluson that
hemoglobin sat at the top of thelist. | dropped the pouchesinto the roiling water and hurried upstairsto
dress.

* * %

Once ateacher, dways ateacher.

And the opportunity to teach again had seemed too good to pass up. As an adjunct professor at the
university | would not be required to teach in the daytime and the paper trail wasless complicated.

On the other hand, there was the matter of the dead body in my classroom.

The amphitheater in Stubbs Hall is one of those inverted ziggurats that's supposed to serve asa
classroom and lecture hdl. In redity it'sachair-lined concrete pit whose ambience sesems more
appropriate to cockfights and bear-baiting than Intro to American Lit 101. Mr. DOA dumpedinthe
middle seat on the third row so he sat right at eye-level where | couldn't misshim.

| looked around as | opened the class roster but none of my students had yet noticed the corpsein
their midst. That was hardly surprising given their attention to detail in last week's pop quiz. And, to be
fair, I'd probably had a good deal more experience with the "deceased but not quite departed” than the
rest of them combined. The question was. what should | do?

| took roll.

And gtarted the evening's lecture on " Themes on Degath in American Literature.” | dmost smiled as|
realized how ironic and apropos my preplanned lesson was, considering this new addition to my class. |
wondered if he was auditing the course.

There arerulesfor dedling with the dead and | figured my best bet wasto try rule number two, first:
"Ignore them and maybe they'll go away.”

Of course, rule number one ("Dead isdead") is such ajoke that the rest of therulesare just as
suspect.

"Maurice Blanchot writes that death is'man's greatest hope,' " | began, "for it 'raises existence to
being' and ‘iswithin each one of us as our most human quaity.' " | paused to let theideasink in and seeif
anyone might question why | would quote Blanchot in acourse on American lit. Not that any of them
would know the dightest difference between Maurice Blanchot and Maurice Chevalier. They were
probably thinking of Maurice the ex-astronaut on reruns of Northern Exposure.

"Literature, on the other hand,” | continued, " 'manifests existence without being, existence which
remains below existence, like an inexorable affirmation, without beginning or end—deeth asthe
impossibility of dying.'"

My gaze swept the lecture hal. They stared back at me, emulating rows of sightless corpses. The
only eyes evoking any signs of thought processes were those of the dead guy.



"What does Blanchot mean by that?"

Thunderous slence met my inquiry.

"Anyone?

No one moved: No one wanted to do anything that might draw attention to him- or hersalf.

"Budler?' | caled.

Nobody smiled.

| hunched my shoulders, settling down into the lectern asif anticipating along wait. "L et's hold that
thought. Well return to it after we've discussed 'A Rose For Emily.' " | looked around the room: nearly
fifty faces deeply buried in their books. It was probably the first time they'd opened their texts this week.

"Thiswas William Faulkner'sfirst short story to be published in anational magazine. Other than that,
what makesthis story memorable?"

| fancied | heard a cricket in the storeroom at the top and back of the lecture hall.
"What is Faulkner redly writing about?'

| heard a creaking sound. Swear-to-God, the dead guy'sjaw actualy creaked! "Desath . . ." he
intoned.

"Widl, duh. . . " someone murmured. | heard muted giggling.

"Well, obvioudy," | agreed. "At least for those of you who actudly read the story.” | sighed and
mentally threw in the towd. "Okay, take out a sheet of paper: we're going to have apop quiz. A pop-
essay-quiz!"

| endured the groans dl around and despaired for this generation. By thetime | had reached their age
| had learned to volunteer answers for the professors early questions: it took you off the firing linewith a
presumption of intelligence once the questions got harder. And it usudly provided proof against the
number-one weapon in the professors arsend of vengeance. This sorry lot would probably need another
week before they figured out that alack of response was dways a prelude to another unscheduled, and
potentialy grade-point lowering, pop quiz.

| preferred the intellectua brutaity of the essay test. Ord examswere for dentists and grad students
surrounded by doctorates conducting their exit interviews. Other "written” formats, like multiple-guess or
connect-the-dots, did little to rehabilitate the average "luck-is-my-copilot" dacker. If Pavliovian
conditioning was going to work in areasonable amount of time, | had to terrorize them into classroom
participation. Ora avoidance, if you will: speak up and we won't get around to today's written essay.
Maybe | could have them actualy reading their assgnments and involved in verba participation by
mid-semester.

In the meantime | told them to write abrief synopss of the plot and then defined "'synopsis' for those
who looked hesitant. Then | asked for a succinct essay on what they thought the story was redlly about.

| thought about defining the word "succinct” aswell but decided it was too demeaning.

Tome.

The dead guy wasn't writing. And, despite his condition, he was the only one who wasn't buried in
thetext. Hejust sat there, staring at me. To say he stared strangely was a given under the circumstances.
But | saw something in his death-dackened face, his clouded eyes, that indicated a strangeness of
attitude. The mgjority of the dead | had dedlt with so far had evinced attitudes of arrogance or rage or
cold-blooded ruthlessness. Of course, the mgority of the dead | had encountered hitherto now were
vampires.

Student X appeared to be cut from another bolt of grave cloth: like Mr. Delacroix, thiswas one of
the walking dead. Or dtting, anyways. And, like Mr. Delacroix, there was an attitude of respect in those
cloudy, staring eyes. And that was the most unnerving aspect of this encounter.

Sofar.



* * %

| dismissed the class early: it waslike—if you'll pardon the expression—besating adead horse. | sent
them home (or to the bars, most likely) with additiona reading assignments—Robert Frost's "Home
Burid," sdected poems by Emily Dickinson, and excerpts from Walt Whitman's Leaves of Grass—and
the clearly articulated threat that there would be more essay tests and pop quizzesif they cameto class
unprepared to discuss the materid. | had nearly forgotten how much smilarity there was between
freshman entry-level courses and boot camp. The temptation to yell: " Awright, you maggots; drop and
read metwenty!" was overwheming.

| skimmed thefirst couple of essays asthelast of my students shuffled out the door. From the look of
things | wouldn't be spending hours grading this stack. When you haven't read the assgnment you
basically have two options. And while this class had suddenly acquired adead guy, | didn't expect to find
any psychics.

"Dr. Ham?'

| looked up. For amoment | thought the dead guy had brought a date. Then | redized she was one
of my regular students. Third row, seet twelve: Theresa. . . something. Kellerman.

"Yes, Theresa?'

"Cdl meTary."

"All right, Terry. What can | do for you?' Most of my students had departed now and, as soon asthe
rest were gone, | intended to have a serious sit-down with my termina transfer student. | glanced up at
his chair and was startled to see that he was gone, aswell.

"l waswondering—"

"Excusemeaminute,” | said.

There were only two ways out of the lecture hall: the main entrance just twenty feet to my right and
the emergency exit at the top and back of the hal to the far l€ft. | felt sure he hadn't passed by me on the
way out. But the alarm should have gone off if the fire door had opened. | ran up the stepped aide and
examined the crash-bar on the door: wiring had been ripped out of the latching mechanism. | pushed it
open and stepped out onto the fire escape.

All together maybe twenty students werein view, some headed for the library, others headed for
their carsin the parking lot. | refocused into the infrared spectrum and quickly counted eighteen heat
sgnatures. Dropping back into the normal visua parameters| did another taly: twenty-one. Three cold
humans climbing into a—I started to laugh and nearly choked: ahearse!

Hello, Officer; 1'd like to report some cor pses—they've stolen a hearse and are out joy riding.

Sure, on, sure; ‘tisagrave violation of theloca curfew and well get right onit. . . .

| watched them pull out of thelot and drive leisurdly down the street before | turned back to the fire
door.

| see dead people. . ..
Where's Haey Jod Osment when you need him?

* * %

Theresawas waiting for me by the lectern when | returned.

She wasn't done. The guy with her looked like avampire wannabe. Cometo think of it, both of them
looked like cover modelsfor an L.L. Goth cataog. Both wore long, black hair hanging past their
shouldersin semi-permed waves, eye shadow and silver earrings. Both were dressed in black, though
Theresa seemed intent on an understated |ook while darkboy's ensemble screamed " The Crow ruled”

| wastrying to decide who had more piercings when darkboy gave Theresa a shove. She staggered
into the podium and rocked it. "Oww! Rod, cut it out!"

"That's exactly what I'm gonnado, T, if you don't come along now," he said with anasty smirk. "Haul



out my shiny long-tooth and cut it right out of you. Won't that be atasty little feast?"
"Quitit!" I heard an overlay of anger in her voice but, undernesth, amultilayered stratum of feer.

Feeling asubtle rumbling in my upper chest as| walked down the stepped aide, | said with
pleasantnessthat | did not fed: "Yes, Rod, quit it.”

Helooked up at me, startled at my unanticipated presence. His eyebrows came down along with the
cornersof hislip-glossed mouth. "Thisis between me and my bitch," he said in astudied attempt to be
menacing. He needed to study more.

My chest rumbled again and, with agtart, | redlized that | was repressing an actua growl. My
impromptu soup-in-a-pouch had taken the Hunger down anotch but thislittle jerk was pushing my
predatory buttons. | had to resolve this quickly and without violence or my control would start to dip.

He backed Theresa againgt the podium until it was closeto tipping again. "C'mon, T! Unlessyou
want maybe someone e seto get hurt." He looked meaningfully at me as he reached out and grabbed her
am.

"Areyou astudent here?' | asked him as| continued down toward the front of the lecture hall.

"No, s0 you can't threaten me." He grinned, savoring the ideathat he was smarter than some
pansy-assed college prof.

"Can't 1?" | stopped. "Rod?" | could walk down there, easily break both of hisarms, and then turn
him over to campus security. But | needed to keep alow profile for the next severa weeks and any
violence right now would kick the Hunger into high gear. "L ook in my eyes, Rod,” | said in still-pleasant
tones. "Look at me and seeif | can't thresten you."

It wasrdatively smple. | didn't try to get him to do anything, convince him to act against hiswill, or
send averbal communication. | amply bundlied up dl the dark and terrible thoughts, memories, and
experiences of my past year and sent it, unedited, right at hisforehead.

It wasn't anudge, apush, or ashove; it was amental shotgun blast. | peppered his cerebra cortex
with batshot that turned into squirmy nightmare worms squiggling about and searching for accessto his
hindbrain. He dropped Theresa's arm and staggered, a dark stain emerging around his crotch like a
Rorschach blot.

"So what do you think, Rod?" | asked as he stumbled away toward the door. " Can | thresten you?"

Rod's only reply was a muffled sob as he disappeared down the outer hall. | looked at
Theresa-cal-me-Terry. "Areyou dl right?

She stared at me asif sheld caught a portion of the Sending.
"Areyou aDark Master?' she asked.

Chapter Seven

"0, like Miss Emily isredly asymbol of the Old South and the eventsin the story are redly about
the changes that were taking place—abandoning the old ways and manners,” Terry said. Sheraised the



coffee cup to her lips, masking her face below bluer than blue eyes.
| nodded. "That interpretation works for most of the critics. It's certainly about the death of illusons.”
"Ohyed" she burbled. "Like someone who wears rose-colored glasses! | mean, there'sthe
rose-colored curtains in the bedroom and the rose-shaded lamps on the dressing table.. . ."

Shetook asip of her coffee and | thought about how | wished | had a dozen students with her
enthusasm and curiosity. And noticed how the vein dongside her brow pulsed with each besat of her
heart.

" ... Which sort of pardlelsthe'rose in the story'stitle. A rosefor Emily is sort of what that dead
man was. Like how we cut roses off and stick them in avase or press one inside a book—to preserve
them. Like she preserved him.

"And the decay," she continued after another swallow. "Though Faulkner redlly has Miss Emily's
surroundings fading more than actualy rotting. Kind of like a pressed rose would fade. And theway the
old ways were fading and being replaced by the next generation.” She took another sip. "But something |
didn't catch until | read it a second time was that Miss Emily was actudly dender and maybe even
attractive while her father was il dive. It isn't until later that she takes on the appearance of adead
body that has spent too much time underwater. The way time and events are rearranged in the story sort
of throwsyou off."

"Have you ever seen afloater?’ | asked.
"Ohyes"

My eyebrows went looking for my hairline.
"Onthelnternet.”

| smiled. It wasn't the same thing asreal and close-up. When the smell hits you close range with only
the acrid perfume of automatic weaponsfire to cut the odor, you're momentarily grateful for the
digtraction of the enemy trying to kill you.

"S0o," she continued, "1'm thinking that when Homer dies—or maybe even before, when she decides
to poison him—that's when Emily starts to turn corpsdlike herself. She becomes that pasty, bloated,
cod-eyed thing. Am [ right?"

| smiled. "Why don't you ask that during the next class? These are issues that beg more than one
viewpoint and it might jumpstart some other peoplésthinking.”

She contempl ated her coffee cup and then considered my lack of one. "Aren't you going to have any
java?' she asked. The question came out asif my answer might be loaded with import.

"l don't drink . . . coffee." | shook my head. "Areyou afan of Faulkner?"

She gave back alittle shake of her head and chased it with ahdf shrug. "1t's more of a Goth thing."

"A Goththing?'

"I'm fascinated by the subject of death.” She smiled.

"Fascinated?!

"Stimulated." Her smile grew. "Intdlectualy. Emotionaly. Sexudly." Her lips parted to unvel perfect
whiteteeth. "Doesthat gppdl you?'

| felt asigh coming on. "Do you redly careif it does?"

"It depends,” she said, looking down into her coffee cup. She picked up a spoon and stirred it even
though she had ordered it without cream or sugar.

"Onwhat?'
"Whether or not you're a Dark Magter." Shelooked up. "Are you?'

| looked around the coffee shop. Only three or four students remained and the counterman would be
locking up soon. " Suppose you tell mewhat a'Dark Master' is?!



Her face took on asolemn mien. "Dark Magters,” sheintoned, "are those who have transcended this
life and understand that there are other planes of existence. They are sent to usto teach usthe hidden
pathwaysin our flesh and how our spirits may be unfettered from the linear view of life to death. They
know the secrets of being and not being. They are transcendent, yet secret. It issaid that when the
acolyteisready, aDark Master will appear.”

| fought a smile through her explanation but nearly lost my hold on it with the last sentence. Another
thought sobered me. "This Rod character, he fancies himself a Dark Master, does he?"

She nodded but smiled sadly. "I thought he was, &t first. He taught me things. Like how to turn my
cutting into ablood ecstasy ritud.”

"Cutting?"

Sheturned her left wrist so that | could seethe inside of her forearm. There, up near theinsde of her
elbow, | saw aseries of raised red lines, like barely healed cat scratches. "I used to cut mysdlf when I'd
get depressed.” She smiled—she did alittle too much of that from my perspective—and said: "All the
girls1 hung out with would do it. Rod taught methat it can be so much more than away of relieving
Sress”

"But Rod hasn't worked out,” | prodded, hoping to sidestep any additional details of "blood ecstasy
rituals”

"He'sjust asdfish manipulator. He wants sex and power. True Dark Masters don't force their
acolytes, they come in response to the drawing of the ki."

"The'ki'?"

She nodded. "Y ou know what ki iS?"

| nodded inturn. If shesaid: "I am the Gatekeeper, are you the Ki-master?' | was gonnaloseit right
then and there.

"And why," | asked, trying to anchor this sudden turn of the conversation into some seeming redlity,
"would you think that I'm one of these—um—Dark Lords?'

"Madgters. Dark Masters.” Her face grew solemn again. ™Y ou have the knowledge: | can seeitin
your eyes. Y ou know things that others cannot even imagine or dream, save in the darkest depths of the
soul'smidnight.” Now | missed the smiling. ™Y ou have power and its auraenvelopsyou like adark
cloak."

"Gally!" | sad.

Her eyeslooked down but a hint of asmile returned. "I've embarrassed you."

"I think it's been a stressful night and that you need to go home and hit the books or the sheets," |
sad kindly. "I have businessto which | haveto attend.”

She turned and looked out the window into the darkness.

"I don't think he'sout there," | said, answering her ungpoken question. Cons dering with what—and
the force with which I'd mindsmacked him—it was likely ole Rod would want to be safely insde, behind
locked doors and garlicked windows, before sundown from now on. I'd probably start fegling guilty
about that.

Eventudly.

"Will you give mearide home?'

| knew it would be quicker to drive her than to spend another ten minutestrying to reassure her.
And, as my eyes were drawn more and more to the half-healed cuts on her (creamy, soft) arm, it was
best that | conclude our business as quickly as possible.

Walking across the parking lot | fancied | could see someone standing by my car.

"Have you ever tasted blood?

| dmost sumbled. "Excuse me?"



"It's part of the blood ritud," she said. "Rod taught me.”
| looked around to seeif anyone was within earshot.

"Rod says my blood has avery unusud taste,” she continued conversationaly, making no effort to
lower her voice. "He saysit'svery swedt.”

"Isit, now?"
"I dunno. Rod's tastes like nasty pennies. So maybe mineis sweet by comparison.”

"Y ou'vetasted hisblood?' | struggled to keep disapprova out of my voice: we academic types
espouse multiculturalism over politica incorrectness.

"Sure. It's—"
"Part of the blood ritud,” | answered along with her. " Are you taking precautions?'
"AIDS?Y eah. And we adways Sterilize our blades."

| shook my head. Sepsisand HIV shouldn't be her only concerns. "I'll bet Rod's switchblade has
been places you wouldnt like."

She had no immediate answer to that and | pulled out my car keys. Perhaps the Hunger's hormonal
rush was messing with my perceptions. no one was there when we arrived. And, parked in alavender
pool of streetlight, it would be difficult to run and hide so quickly.

| checked the floor of the backseat before unlocking the doors.

* k%
"I want to learn from you," she said quietly as we headed down Desiard Street.
"Good. Do the homework and don't skip any classes.”
"Y ou know what | mean."
"I'm not surethat | do but it isn't important because, even if | wasaBlack Lord—"
"Dark Magter."

"—1 am aningructor a the universty and you are astudent. Anything extracurricular,” | turned and
looked at her, "anything—is out of the question.”

"I don't want to go home."

"I know that feding," | said. "Now, wheredo | turn?' Shewouldn't give me her address, just
directions as the next turn-off arrived.

"What if Rod comesover?'

"Hewon't."

"But what if he does?"

"Do you have afriend with whom you can stay?"
"Definefriend.”

| shook my head: in retrospect the coffee was amistake. | knew that Rod wouldn't be bothering
anyonefor awhile but shewouldn't be sure of that. "I have businessto which | must attend, Theresa.
Wheredo | turn next?' That sounded alittle cold but dammit . . .

"Here" shesadinasmdl voice. "Do | haveto go now?"'

| nodded. " 'Now findeto the shore! Now, land and life, finale, and farewd|!" "

" 'Now Voyager depart, " she muttered, " ‘'much, much for theeisyetin store. . '™
"Y ou know your Whitman," | said.

She looked out the passenger window. "I know my Death,"” | heard her say.

* * %

| swung by my office and retrieved my messages. Or "message’ asit turned out. Olive had caled to
beg off working tonight: her Sster till needed her morethat | did. The answering machine listed



twenty-two messages but the rest were merely bursts of silence followed by disconnects.

| opted to shut down for the evening. After Dark was redly more of a hobby than abusiness: | didn't
anticipate any dlientstonight and the Hunger was till sending alow-level buzz through my body. | needed
to go home and lock mysdlf in. Maybe go down into the basement and try alittle prima scream therapy.

Instead, | drove around. What waited for me at home but abig, empty house and the resonance of
my own gpproaching madness?

| had built alarge house: why not, | had money to burn and more. Except big houses are very empty
when you'rethe only oneliving there.

More room for the ghosts, said avoiceinsde my head.

Jen? That you? Anybody there?

Nobody.

| thought about driving by the blood bank: hello, I'd like to make another withdrawal. How much?
How about enough to fill my bathtub? What was that old joke about the milk bath: " Pasteurized?' "No,
just up to my kneeswill befine. .. ."

Maybeif | lay down and submerged mysdlf long enough, my skin would stop prickling and burning,
my muscleswould stop aching and this boiler factory ingde my head would shut down for the night.
Maybe the Hunger would be appeased and go back to deep.

Maybe | could just drown mysdif.

Thinking of atubful of blood brought me back to the increasingly obsessive topic of Erzsébet
Béthory.

Other vampires and hemofreaks were content to taste their victim's blood. But not Erzsébet. Oh no.

According to popular legend a servant girl was brushing the countess long black hair when she
accidentally pulled alittle too hard on atangle. Erzsébet dapped her so hard that she plit the girl'slip and
gplashed blood across her own hand. Licking the blood from her fingers, my forebear discovered that
she not only enjoyed the taste but that her skin seemed younger and more attractive where the blood had
landed—sort of amacabre cross between Vascular Intensive Skin Care and Oil of Olé

It launched agridy beauty regimen.

Unlike Lizzie Borden, who had to figure out how to wash off after giving her mother forty whacks
(not to mention her old man's forty-one), Lizzie Bathory was dwaystrying out new waysto fill tub and
basin with the red stuff. And it couldn't be just any old blood; it had to be virgin'sblood if it wasto be
effectivein restoring her youthful looks.

Y ou don't have to be awhiz at agebrato see the eventua problem. According to records kept in her
own hand, over six hundred young women disappeared before her bloody reign was stopped.

Asyou might suspect, the numbers eventudly did her in.

For years the nobles refused to take action againgt one of their own. Erzsébet's attitudes toward the
peasantry were hardly confined to her own sick and twisted little mind—as | said before, life was cheap
and the nobles traded regularly in its perverse coinage. Buit first she made the mistake of losing her
husband.

Ferencz Nadasdy, the "Black Hero" of Hungary, was rarely home, spending the greater portion of
their marriage on the battlefield striking terror into the hearts of the Turks. His status as anational
champion protected her proclivities on the home front while hewas dive. But the hazards of asoldier's
life eventudly caught up with him: he was stabbed to death in 1604 by an angry whore who clamed
Ferencz had gtiffed her after, well, "tiffing” her.

Greedy eyes began to consider the count's estates and potential scenarios wherein the family
landholdings could be made forfeit.

Then the Widow Béthory made a political mistake that was her undoing.



Over aten-year period Lizzie had not only exhausted her primary source of virgins, it was beginning
to look likethe origind formulawas|osing its effectiveness a turning back the clock. Anna Darvula, who
was rumored to have been awitch and Erzsébet's lover, had died by then and the work of procurement
had been taken over by one Erzs Mgorova. Erzs's take on the problem was that peasant blood was too
base and coarse to have the proper qualities. Her advice wasto switch to virgins of more noble birth.

It was redly bad advice.

When some highborn girls disappeared, the aristocracy finaly stepped in and said: "Up againgt the
wall, red-to-the-neck mother!"

She and her servantsweretried for "crimes againgt nobility," there being no such thing as "'crimes
againgt humanity” back then. All the servants, save one, were found guilty and executed in amost
unpleasant manner.

Liz, being anoble hersdlf, was above such vulgar things as capita punishment—not so different from
today, | suppose—and was placed under house arrest. Lacking the technology for eectronic ankle
bracdlets, they did the next best thing: They walled up the doors and windows of her private chambers
and did her food in through a dot where the door used to be. Since there's no mention in any of the
accounts of openings large enough to allow the emptying of chamber pots, one might question the
compassion of lifeimprisonment over the death penalty.

Anyway, maybe the historical take on the countess was wrong. Maybe she didn't start her bloody
baths as an dlixir of youth. Maybe she got an overdose of sunshine and it was the firg-aid treatments that
got her hooked.

If s0, maybe | was closer to the precipice than | initialy feared.

Not the same, the voice murmured insde my head. That which you may take from the blood bank
vault was givenwillingly.

Maybe, | thought right back, but it was given willingly so that others might live. That the precious gift
of life might continue to flow through the veins of those whose time should not come prematurely. Not sit
in the belly of aman who had no place among theliving or the dead.

What about your time? Did your life not end prematurely? What about fairness? What about
justice?

Hey, if lifewasnt fair, why should | expect anything different to come afterward?

You make your own justice.

Y eah, pervert the gift of life and stedl it—keep it from reaching the twelve-year-old victim of a
hit-and-run accident or the father of four children undergoing open-heart surgery; head it off beforeit
reaches the hemophiliac who just might find the cure for cancer if shelivesto spend another couple of
yearsin her lab.

Y eah.

Sure.

Make justice out of that.

The other voice shut up for awhile and | drove past the blood bank.

| turned around before crossing the Ouachita River and headed for the eastern edges of Monroe.

| drove past churches, their lighted crosses and illuminated spires offering refuge againgt the spiritual

darknessin thisworld and that which came from beyond. Was there succor there for me? Or was |
dready damned, like some unholy Buzz Lightyear, "to eternity and beyond?'

Away from the main part of town was a huge complex of buildings—fairly new buildings from the
look of things. It looked like some freeze-frame from a Jerry Bruckheimer/Nipponese Sci-Fi flick where
aludful oil refinery runs amok and triesto mate with anuclear power station. And it was al tricked out
with barbed dectrical fencing, security checkpoints, and the words "BioWeb Industries’ trapped insde a



huge block of clear Lucite. Even from the road you could see the | etters change colors, shading from blue
to purpleto red and back again.

| eased on down the street without stopping, but | gave the place agood look-over from the front
and pondered the little | knew to date.

BioWeb wasinvolved in cutting-edge medica research and treatment options. Chalice Delacroix
mentioned working in their R & D labs during our first interview and apparently wasinvolvedin the area
of geneticsfromwhat | could put together so far. Call-me-Lou had been hot to discuss businesswith
Nurse Jensen and the words "umbilical cords' had dipped from histrembling lips. | could think of only
onelikely reason: stem cell research.

My Hunger was momentarily forgotten as | swept back toward the highway. The security lightsfrom
the BioWeb complex glimmered in my rearview mirror like multiple beaconsin the darkness.

Brighter and more promising of redemption than any glowing crucifix or floodlit steeple.

* * %

They werewaiting for meas| pulled into my driveway: three adults, one child. | wasn't sure of the
gendersuntil | was close enough to make out their clothing.

Even then | wasn't sure.

The boy was white. The adults—I| wasn't redly sure. What skin remained showed amottled gray.
Thosefacia featuresthat still existed had become puffy and distorted past any kind of racid profiling.

One of the adults had misplaced hislower jaw.

I've known women who will never appear in public without wearing makeup. Thiswoman (I think)
seemed willing to come out for avisit without putting on her face.

| opened my mouth to ask what they wanted and caught my first whiff. | turned away and nearly
spewed aliter of haf-digested blood. Tic-Tacs, | thought, my mind tilting crazily—they werein the glove
compartment. Maybe | should offer them some.

"We have cometo beg your justice," awheezy little voice said.
"W-what?' | clamped down on my gag reflex and turned my face back to the charnel-house smell.

"We seek judtice, Y our Excellency.” The boy sounded like he had gargled with acid. Hisvoice had a
horrid, raspy timbre that grated on the ear like abone saw.

| eased to my right, trying to put the security lightsto my back before they came—danmn! | was
momentarily dazzled but at least | wasalittle closer to being "upwind.”

"Why have you cometo me?" | asked. A couple of daysago | might have freaked. After Robert
Deacroix's dance with the damned | had progressed to the next level.

Whatever that was.
"Jussstisss,” the face ess woman hissed.
Mr. Jaw-be-gone just nodded, his exposed trachearattling asif he wanted to add something.

"Um," | said. "I'm aprivate investigator. | do divorce cases. Y ep. That's my specidty. | don't do
justice. Just divorce cases. Y'dl aren't looking to do a custody battle, are ya? Because | don't—"

"You are The Baron," the boy wheezed.

"The Loa," whispered the third corpse. Not as old as the other two, | decided after a closer [ook.
Shewas ("was' being the operative term) on the downward side of sixteen and now (and forevermore)
an adolescent for eternity. Her skin looked like adirty lace doily and she was missing both of her hands.

Hdlo, anightlight kicked on in the back of my head. "Whoa. Hold on. Have you got the wrong guy!"
"Baron," they sighed.

"I'm not Baron Samedi."

"Help usss. Avenge ussssl™ the facelesswoman hissed.



The girl without her hands stepped forward and extended her right leg. | was stymied. If | couldn't
put astop to this, I might well be overrun with disgruntled dead people, al demanding some sort of
revenantal recompense. And now | had a corpse threatening to do the hokey-pokey on my driveway.

| looked down and saw that someone had dumped a couple of handfuls of salt on the concrete.
Okay. Certain ceremonies invoking the zombie dead required salt asamaterid component—that much |
could remember from the "Raise Dem Bones' chapter of the V oodoo Practitioner's Handbook.

But | didn't know what it meant.

Was somebody raising the dead from the local cemetery and pointing them in my direction? Or were
they self-motivated and finding their way to me here on their own?

While| consdered the desirability of going on a sodium-free diet, the other two adults came over
and took the girl by each arm to steady her. Her bare foot came down, toes curled and she began to
scratch at the salt with her big toe.

Off inthe distance | heard a cockcrow. | looked at my watch: tempus fudge-it—not quite oneam.
Someone must have goosed arooster. | looked up to see my decaying del egation aready in motion,
heading off across my lawn and toward the woods.

"Hey!" | said. And then wondered what | was"heying" about. Did | redly want them to come back
and continue this conversation? L et rotting corpses lie—that's my motto. Asthey headed into thetreeline
| looked back down at the toe-scratchesin the salt.

The crooked linesformed letters and those letters spelled asingle word.

How
Dead people.

Firg they want justice.

Then they want vengeance.

And then they rudely walk away after sarting agame of Twenty-Questions.
They made the Snow Queen seem theidedl client.

Someone came out of the woods, walking toward me. It was Mama Samm D'Arbonne. With a
rooster under her arm.

"Siddown, chére," she said as she lumbered on up to the porch, "you look like you could take aload
off."

| sat on the edge of the concrete dab. "I'm tired.”

Mama Samm sat beside me. "Y ou not deepin’ well, you?'
"I've had afew nightmares,”" | admitted.
"Soitisforetoldin deBible"

"My nightmaresarein the Bible?'

"And it shal cometo passin thelast days, says God," she quoted, "that | will pour out of My Spirit
on al flesh; your sonsand your daughters shal prophesy, your young men shall see visons, your old men
shdl dream dreams. De book of Acts, second chapter, seventeen verse.”

| Sghed. "I don't know which implication is more upsetting. That I'm an old man or that these are the
last days.”

"Honey," she said, sounding very like my Great Aunt, "I don' tink you beready for this, yet."

"Ready for what?" | asked, staring back at the woods. "Being Dear Abby for the dead?’

"More den dat, chére. You mus bethey champion. Bot' deliving an' de dead.” She patted my knee.
"Remember disoneting: dereis power in de blood.”

"Y eah. And you know what the vampire motto is? More power to me."
She chuckled and adjusted her rooster. He crowed again. "Y ou make a good start, tho. Already you



find de grail. Keep her close, Hefe. De Whore of Babylon, she on her way."

| groaned. "Asif | don't have enough woman problems.”

"And dereisonewho islost between: maybe she save you, maybe she bury you—I don’ see
everyting.”

"Nojoke."

Sheroseto her fest, the creaking of her massive knees making me wince in sympathetic pain. "De
grail isdekey."

"Theki?'

She nodded solemnly. "Maybe it so. Maybe you be him for true.”

"Him?Himwho?"

"Samedi, Lord of de Crossroads. For de Gédé clan. They dl gone missing and here you be." She

reached down and touched the side of my face. "Remember, de dead who come to you, dey do not seek
asdfish vengeance. Dose who cometo you, dey seek justice to protec' de living.”

"Andwho am | to givethat to them?'

She stepped back and stared down at me. After along silence she nodded. "I see wings over youl.
De Darknessis coming for you but you will go down to de Valey—dey will loseyou dere. . . ."

Likel wasn't already logt.

"And you will help to open de way back. Maybe dat more important than de gray men and al their
plots. Take dis." She handed me alittle red bag, tied shut with colored strings and tiny festhers and
beads. "Keep it in your pocket. Ti-bon-ange."

And with afind nod of her head, she turned and lumbered back down my lawn and into the woods.

| sat for the longest time.

| see wings over you.

Y eah, batwings. . .

Mosquitoes flying reconnai ssance in from the bayou circled my head in awhiney cloud, then broke
formation and continued their search for sustenance out toward the road. Professional courtesy, | guess.

| gazed up at the whiteness of the moon and considered the mottled gray shadows that spotted its
face like patches of corruption on acommunion wafer. Grey men, | thought. Who are the grey men?

Maybe T.S. Eliot could enlighten me. There was a collection of his poetry on my nightstand. | picked
mysdlf up and brushed the salt from my rump and pantslegs. Who says the dead are an "unsavory” lot?

Already you find de grail. Keep her close. . .

Something danced at the edge of my consciousness as | unlocked the door and rekeyed the security
system. | meandered into the kitchen, pulled another blood bag from the refrigerator, and pressed the
chilled plastic against my fevered brow. "Holy crgp!™ | whispered. "The grail—keep her close”

Chdlice

My headache turned savage and | stumbled toward the stairs and my bedroom. The night was il
young but | wasn't as| grabbed the banister and started up. "Honey," | caled, the old joke worn way
past thin now, "I'm home!"

"I've been waiting for you," answered afamiliar voice from the bedroom.

| pushed the door open, recognition starting to dawn even before | took in the al-too-solid white
flesh, the shocking deep crimson tumble of hair, familiar lips distorted by unfamiliar fangs.

"Holy shit!" | said.
"Hdlo, Chris"
"Deirdrd"



Chapter Eight

When | first met Deirdre, nearly ayear before, she wasfully human.

She and her vampire lover Damien had befriended me when | was abducted and brought to the
Seditle demesne. They were very much in love and troubled by Damien'sinability to "bring her over.”
Forget the books and movies, making vampires is more like making babies than you might
think—sometimesit happens on the first attempt, sometimes it never happensat dl. When it comesto
reproduction, there's no such thing asa sure thing.

They had exchanged dl of the requisite bodily fluids and Damien had carefully taken her right up to
the point where the virus should have caught hold—more than once, in fact. But it didn't happen. And,
athough she waswilling to risk desth—final and irrevocable—to truly be one with her vampire
paramour, he wasn't willing to push the chance of losing her eterndly.

Tragedy enough, but Fate had acrueler twist up itsbony deeve: it was the powerful and al but
invul nerable Damien who preceded his morta lover into the eterna darkness, staked by nsfrom
the New Y ork demesne trying to get to me.

In an act that was equa parts compassion, grief, and madness, Deirdre had cometo me as| lay
helpless, recovering from what should have been mortal wounds. She comforted me, healed me.

First, with her body.

Then, with her blood.

And finaly, while | dept in her soft embrace, shetook the deadly dentd appliance that Liz Bachman
had given me and used it to take her own life.

When | escaped the Sesattle demesne, Deirdre was alifeless corpse on adrawer in the morgue.
Now, ayear later, stretched out in my bed, shelooked very lively.

And, except for asmal corner of the rumpled top sheet covering practicaly nothing of consequence,
she looked very naked.

"Hello, Deirdre," | said.

"Hello, Chris" she said with adow smile. "Or should | call you'Master'?" Her smile dimpled,
reveding dy fangs

It wasn't hard to figure out—even without Deirdre's fill-in-the-blanks account of her subsequent
awakening. Thevirus, long dormant in her bloodstream, had been activated with her death. It took longer
for her to rise—probably because Damien's gift had been diluted in the time that had passed since their
last exchange. And by the time she had sundered her sarcophagus and emerged like agreat and
fearsome Lunamoth, | was long gone down the road to Kansas and about to drop off the radar
dtogether.

"And now I'vefound you," she concluded happily.

"Why?' | asked.



"Youaemy Mager."

| shook my head. That was a mistake: something seemed to tear |oose behind my left eye and went
rattling around ingde my skull. "Ground Control to Mgor Tom.. . ." | said, leaning heavily againgt the
doorframe, " . .. or isthat Mgor Nelson?' | felt my legs start to buckle. " Somebody send for Dr.
Bdlows. . ."

She was across the room with inhuman speed, catching me asthe floor tilted toward my face. | felt
mysdlf lifted by dender but impossibly strong arms and carried into aroaring vortex of darkness.

* % %

Being dead was bad enough. The unrelieved blackness wasworse. But being interred in afrost-free
mest freezer wasway past cruel and serioudy starting to piss me off. | shuddered and gasped, fighting to
orient my dudgy braininthelightlessvoid.

Something touched me.

Something cold.

But it was soft and not nearly ascold as| was.
"Youfool!" sadavoice.

=How long have you gone without?=

Without what? Adrift in the black infinity of this starless space there were eternities of emptiness: 10ss,
londliness, regret. And what had | not gone without of |ate?

=You can't resist The Hunger with this!=

Something was ripped from my numbed, nervelessfingers.
=Here.. .=

Pressure was applied to the back of my head.

My face pressed into yielding softness.

A trickle of warmth touched my lips.

=Drink.=

A thread of heat stung thetip of my tongue.

=Drink! Swvallow!=

My throat convulsed but my mouth remained dry.

=Suck! Have you forgotten what every infant knows from the womb? Pull at it!=
A bare hdf-swallow and | fet anudge of strength.

=More! | have fed recently but you will need something warmer than that which already
grows cool in my breast.=

A bit of tepid warmth eased into my throat and the pain receded. | moved and felt the press of the
mattress dong my side. My hand glided to my face and found wetness. Found . . .

| opened my eyes. "Oh, God," | moaned softly.

Derdre drew away. "l should hunt something for you before the sun comes up.”
| tried to shake my head. Not good. ™Y ou mean someone," | whispered.
"Youwill sufferif | don't."

"“I'mgood atit...lotsof practice. . ."

"Thesunwill berisng soon,” she said.

"Stay. More blood downstairs—"

"Yes, | saw. It'scold.”

"Boil water. Heat—"



"It'snot fresh," she said like some fussy produce shopper. "But it will have to do until tonight,” she
findly decided.

| started to relax and dide back down that murky chute into the total dark.

"Buit firg alittle more to anchor you," she said, reaching down and reopening her salf-inflicted wound.
She pulled meto the freshet of gore once more. | was powerlessto res .

Findly | surrendered, fedling like atota boob.
Likethey say: you are what you edt.

* * %

| awoke to the vague glimmer of sunlight behind the heavy bedroom drapes: the embroidered, dark
green leaves glowed againgt the black fabric like a phosphorescent jungle. | looked at the bedside clock:
five twenty-seven in the p.m. | looked at the rest of the rumpled bed: empty. A few drops of dried blood
were the only tangible evidence of her presence last night.

So where had she gone?

| rolled to the edge of the bed and tried to St up. Flashbulbs went off behind my eyes.

| madeit on the third attempt and stared down at the carpet, about amile or so below. "I can do
this" | whispered. "There's nothing wrong with my legs, there's nothing wrong with my eyes, I'mjust a
littletired.”

Never mind pointsfor proper form, thewill triumphed: five minuteslater | crawled out of the
bedroom and made my way down the hall on my hands and knees. The stairs were abit of achalenge
but I managed to go down feet firs—and butt second. As Deirdre had wrestled me out of my clothes
during the night, | picked up awicked carpet burn by thetime | reached the (ahem) bottom.

By thetime | staggered into the kitchen | was wobbling erect, on my own two feet. Think Weebles! |
kept tdlling mysdlf. Weebleswobble, but they don't fall down.

| pulled on the refrigerator door. It resisted. | pulled harder. Reluctantly the magnetic and rubber
sedsgaveway and | retrieved acouple of blood bags. | started back to the stove but the idea of going
through the process of boiling the water and then cooling the contents back to an gpproximate ninety-nine
degrees just wore me out thinking about it. Grabbing a paring knife out of the kitchen drawer, | ambled
to the dining table and prepared the plastic tubing like an overlong silly straw.

The cold hemoglobin hit the back of my mouth like chilled Tabasco sauice. Halfway down my throat
it started to burn then exploded in my stomach like cold fusion. My nerve endings started to tingle and
strength returned to my arms and legs. Thetrembling in my extremities died down from a series of quivers
and quakesto amild vibration, then ceased dtogether. My head began to settle and my mind started
switching ontheinternd lightsagain.

| felt better. Not great, mind you, but dmost human again.

Almod.

But probably never quite ever again.

| sat dumped againgt the table long after the pouch was empty whispering the old mantra: | amnot a
monster, | amstill aman; | am not a monster, | am still a man—

lamnot. ..

| felt even better after along shower and some clean clothes. | stripped the sheets off the bed and
dropped them down the laundry chute. Clean sheets from the linen closet and shortly theresfter | had a
prisinebed to deep in.

The question was how long would it stay that way?

Lupé, when (if) she came back, would not gppreciate finding out that another woman had shared my
bed in her absence. Never mind that we hadn't had sex, what Deirdre had done was more intimate than



sex for avampire.
And more complicated for me.

If Deirdre was caling me"Master” and sharing blood with me, it indicated that she considered me her
"Sre"

But | hadn't "created” her.

It was Damien's blood, not mine, that had sown haf of the combinant virae in her bloodstream,
Damien'ssdivathat had injected the other hdf with his"love-bites." Had he till walked the earth when
she resurrected, Damien would have been her Sire, her Master. Apparently she considered the fact that
she had died in my bed, with her blood upon my lips, sufficient involvement in her turning to nominate
mefor the vacancy.

If true, | held the power of life and death over her. Or the power of "unlife’ to be technicaly pure.

| could tell her when and where she could and could not hunt. Of course, she had apparently been
hunting and feeding for the better part of ayear without my input so dictating boundaries might prove a
litle difficult.

Especidly since | wasn't fully undead. And could be consdered peripheraly responsible for Damien's
degth.

Now | faced two disturbing questions. One: how had she found me? If Deirdre had been able to hunt
me down seven monthslater and ahdf continent away, who e se might find mein time? And two: if |
could not dissuade her from hunting human prey, how complicit would | becomein the suffering and
death of her victims? Could | stake her—essentialy murder her—in the name of protecting humankind as
the greater good?

| wasjust redizing that maybe that congtituted "four" questions when the doorbell rang.

| pulled the drapes back and tried to check the driveway without standing in direct light. Whoever
was on my doorstep was hidden under the first-story eaves and there was no vehiclein my driveway.
There were, however, flashing blue lights strobing down at the end of my lawn by thewoods. | glanced
around the bedroom and then scanned the hall and the stairs as| hurried down to answer the door.
Nothing suggested anything but anormal house with norma occupant(s) but | crossed my fingers, hoping
that Deirdre wouldn't suddenly show up ahead of schedule.

| opened the front door and took in the tall skinny guy with long brown hair and ajutting, curly beard
to match. The hair was topped by asmall porkpie hat with atiny feather peeking over the headband on
the side. His sportsjacket clashed with his pants and his tie seemed to be an attempt to catalog al the
colorsthat didn't naturally occur in nature. A detective's shield was displayed on aleather flap that hung
from the pocket of hisjacket.

"Mr. Ham?'

For amoment | thought he was aventriloquigt, then realized the voice originated near my digphragm.
| looked down at asmall Hispanic woman in abrown pants suit. She had asimilar badgein her hand.

"Yes?' | sad, standing back from the light but not so far asto indicate an unspoken invitation to
enter.

"Detective Ruiz," she elaborated. "Thisis Detective Murray.”

| nodded. "What can | do for you, Detectives?'

"Wed liketo ask you afew questionsiif you have amoment." She smiled dmost as an afterthought.
"Would you liketo comein?' | asked rductantly.

Ruiz looked back and up a Murray. Murray didn't look at anything in particular; he just maintained
his own pleasant half-smile and waited.

"Well—" she prevaricated, "—I'm afraid we can't right now. We're waiting for the coroner'swagon
and need to keep the areaunder surveillance until they arrive.”



| glanced meaningfully at thetal, skinny guy with marked lack of fashion sense. | noticed he was
wearing sneakers with mismatched socks.

"Murray ison loan from Vice" Ruiz said asif that explained everything.
"Ah," | said asthough | completely understood.
"Would you be willing to take awak down to your property-linewith us, Sr?'

| looked past her shoulder: the sun floated just alittle ways above the tree line and threw adim
golden haze over theland. Maybe | could endure about ten minutes of it without protection.

"If you'll give meamoment,” | said, "'l need to apply some sunblock. [—"

Ruiz held up her hand. "'l understand, Mr. Haim. Were aware of your sun sensitivity. Come down
and join uswhen you're ready." She turned and started down the lawn. After amoment, the still-smiling
Murray nodded to me and followed aong behind.

| dathered on two coats of sunblock and selected another hat from my closet shelf, abuff-colored
Stetson with alow crown. | popped in the polarized contact lenses but skipped the sunglassesfor this
outing.

As| waked back down the gairs, | heard something stirring up in the attic.

The coroner had arrived while | was primping. As| waked down the dope of my front yard |
wondered about Ruiz's awareness regarding my sun sengtivity.

| wondered what else she knew.

And | wondered what had happened to the salt someone had spilled on my driveway last night: it
was gone.

Two men wrestled a stretcher up from the midst of the treeswith a black body bag strapped atop it.
Ruiz motioned me over asit reached the back of the coroner's wagon. "I'd like you to have alook at
this," she said, motioning me closer. She nodded to Murray, who unzipped the top of the bag.

| sared a afamiliar face—if you could till cal it that—while Ruiz and Murray stared at mine. It
bel onged to the young woman who had dropped by the night before—the one missing her hands and
wrists. She gppeared to be very dead. Even more so than last night.

"Well, Mr. Ham?"' Ruiz asked after along pause.

"Well," | said indignantly, "thiswas not aboating accident!”
"What?' Her eyesgrew large.

Murray's smile expanded.

"And it wasn't any propeller, it wasn't any coral reef, and it wasn't Jack the Ripper!™ | continued. "It
wasashark!"

"All right," Ruiz said, jerking her heed.

It sounded like Murray mumbled "Thank you, Mr. Hooper" as he closed the bag. We stepped back
as the coroner's team wrestled the stretcher into the back of the van.

"No," | said.
"No, what?' Ruiz wanted to know.

"Depends on which question." | watched them close the doors on the van. They clanged like the
gateson asted sarcophagus. " 'No,' | didn't kill her or 'no,’ I've never seen her beforein my life”

"No one'saccusng you of anything, Mr. Ham."

"And nobody's confessing here, either, Detective.” | smiled at her, trying to approximate Murray's
pleasant, laid-back demeanor. "I'm not personally offended that you just tried one of the oldest tricksin
the book, Sergeant . . ."

"Lieutenant.”
| knew that. But if she could trot out one of police-work's hoariest old clichés, socould . ™ ... but |



can be offended that it is one of the oldest tricksin the book." | smiled alittle more. "'So, what other
questionswould you like to ask me?'

Her smile grew inturn. "Well, we thought it couldn't hurt to run some things past afellow
professond.”

| looked for the note of sarcasm but the diminutive detective was making every effort to be friendly.
Which redly set off the darmsin the back of my head. | would have preferred sarcasm to insincere
flattery.

Plusit meant | was till in the suspect column on her ligt.

"l need to get back inside,” | said. "Will thistakelong?'

"No," she said pleasantly. No snarl, no "we can haul your sorry ass downtown and question you
there. . ." Instead, she gestured back toward the house and said, "L et's get you back inside.”

Aswe walked back up the lawn she asked the basics: Had | noticed any activity in the woodsin the
last few days? Or nights? Had | seen any strangers or unusua people in the neighborhood? Had any
vehicles caught my attention in the past few days—maybe driving past dowly? Or come by more than
once? What hours did | keep? Or, rather, when was | away for work or teaching and when was | home
when | might observe any unusua comings and goings? Was| light deeper?

And soon.

When shewas done, | asked her about the body.

A couple of kids had found it in the woods this afternoon, she told me. The grave was shdlow and
they saw the toes of onefoot protruding above the ground.

How long did they think she had been buried there?

Ruiz and Murray exchanged alook and | pushed.

"The victim has been tentatively identified as Kandi Fenali," Ruiz said. "Believed to have been
abducted while hitching. The copsin Winn Parish described ligature marks and so we're assuming
strangulation. We think the perp removed her hands so she couldn't be traced viafingerprints. Makes no
sense, though . . "

"Winn Parish?" | asked.

"That's where the body was found," Ruiz said.

Murray findly spoke. "Thefirg time."

"Thefirst ime?'

He nodded. "A little over aweek ago."

"How did it get over here?’

"That'swhat wed like to know," Ruiz said, looking me square in the eye. "The body disappeared
from the morgue the night before the autopsy was scheduled. So tell me, Mr. Haim: do you honestly think
it got up on its own and walked nearly a hundred miles cross-country to seek ashalow gravein those
woods down there?"

| have afundamentd rule: never, ever lieto the police—youll just end up making thingsworse.

| looked the feisty detective right back in the eye and unhesitatingly broke that rule with no
compunction.

"No," | said.

Ten minutes after the Ruiz and Murray show departed, | was on the phone to Chalice Delacroix.
When | told her that | wanted to visit her at BioWeb tonight she agreed without hesitation. | didn't even
have to push. Maybe my luck was starting to turn.

Maybe not: as| hung up the receiver, | heard the door to the attic dide open and saw Deirdre come



floating down like some heavenly creature from an ethered plane—an ethered plane whose inhabitants
just happened to have pointy, sharp teeth and iridescent, red eyes.

Stll, Deirdre's angd face and crimson hair made her scarlet eyes more haunting than horrifying. Asin
life, she was somewhere beyond beautiful, and her undead form was seemingly enhanced in ways| could
not immediately fathom. The sweset, young woman | had met ayear ago was somehow more—
compelling—now that she had become an inhuman predator. | had to wonder: was it something in her?

Orinme?

"Sire" she said softly, "you are recovered.” Her smile was amost better than sex.

You could find out so easily, said the voice (mine? hers?) insgde my head.

"Deirdre, I'm not big on formalities. Let's just drop this'Master' and 'Sire’ business and cdl me Chris.
Okay?'

Her smile expanded and she adjusted her big blue bathrobe where it threatened to do the same. "I'm
not surprised that you're uncomfortable with 'Master' but you are my Sire.”

Whilethat could be debated on more than one technicadlity, | thought it best to let it lie for now. "Just
cdl meChris”

"YesChris" she said with amused obedience.

"Wl . .. did you degp well?!

She waggled her hand. "Y ou have squirrels.”

"I have squirrels?*

"And you havelight legks."

"Ah, theattic."

"And | am rather dusty. | need a shower."

| gave her achoice of bathrooms, upstairs or down, each outfitted with unused guest towels.
"Wash my back?' she asked, untying the sash of her robe.

"Therés aloofah on a cord insde the shower gall.”

Then she suggested away to conserve water to which | pointed out that | had aready had my
shower. Clearly, thiswas going to be even more complicated than | had initialy expected.

* % %

While she wasin the shower, | went through the luggage | found stashed in one of the spare
bedrooms: clothes, quite abit of cash, fake IDs, otherwise nothing suspicious or very telling.

| moved the luggage so any settling of contents would seem natural and opened dresser drawers and
the closet to prepare the room for occupancy. Deirdre appeared at the door as| wastidying up.

Taking in the change in degping arrangements, shesaid: "It'sLupé, ian't it?"
"L up?”

"Y ou're monogamous, aren't you?'

| nodded.

"Monogamous, monotonous—it's not the natural state of our kind."

"Your kind," | corrected. "I have no 'kind.""

She stared at me then looked around the room. "Where is she?"

"Away." | suspected Cdiforniabut there was no way of knowing for sure. She might have found
stunt work for some movie being shot on location. "Working."

"When will she be back?'
| shrugged. "The fewer who know, the better.”
"Y ou don't trust me?' Her attention was back on me, now. Her eyes narrowed and she brushed



blood-red tendrils of hair away from her face. "Or you don't know when, yoursdf?"
| shrugged again. "Her schedule changes from week to week."
"So you don't know when. Maybe it's more a matter of you don't know if."

| folded my arms. "If | am your Sire and Master, you should show me alittle more respect.
Especidly in the matters of my persond life.”

"It'smy life, too," she said. The water from her hair seemed to have trickled down into her eyes: she
blinked furioudy.

"How did you find me?' | wanted to know but, even more, | thought it prudent to change the subject.
"It wasn't easy,” she answered, unwrapping the towel.

My first impulse wasto turn away or at least be gentleman enough to avert my eyes. But Deirdre had
"thrown down" 0 to speak and looking away would be tantamount to aflinch on my part. | didn't want
tolose pointsso | kept her in my field of vision as she searched for something to wear. It wasn't just
socid gamesmanship. We were both predators, now, and Deirdre was the more dangerous. While | had
no desire to be her Magter, any dternative could well be worse. And any sign of weakness could shift the
ground under our feet in a heartbedt.

Besides, bitching and moaning about having to gaze upon unclothed perfection ishardly my style.

"Had we formed atrue blood-bond, | probably would have found you months ago," she continued,
selecting asmple green sheath dress. "There were dayswhen | could hear the whisper of my mortal
blood in my dreams, nightswhen | could hear it murmur in your veins. Had | tasted yoursthen, the
whisper would have become asong. Y ou've now taken my immortal essence into yoursdlf. Y ou were too
weak last night, but once we have exchanged heart's blood, the bond will become a shout.”

"And then you will be able to find me anywhere." Another reason | wasn't particularly keen on the
process. " So what about you? With whom else do you share ablood-bond?" | noted as she wriggled
into the dress that she wasn't wearing underwear. Cometo think of it, | hadn't noticed any lingeriewhile
rummeaging through her luggage.

Her head regppeared and she gazed at me under half-lidded eyes. "Areyou jealous, my Sire?!

"Judt practicd.”

"Oh," ahint of disappointment in her voice, "oh, | see. Y ou're worried that someone could usea
blood-bond with meto find you."

| nodded. " Something like that.”

"Wdll, they won't. There was pressure but | rejected every offer back in Sesttle. | knew, onceyou
were declared rogue, that | would follow you into exile." She dipped on apair of green, snakeskin
dingback hedsthat looked positively dangerous. "I think some of the others thought so, too. | told them |
was mourning Damien, that | would enter no blood-bond for at least ayear. | was very careful, when |
dipped away, to leave notrail. Thereisno way that anyone could trace you through me: | spent two
months just doubling back to seeif | had picked up any tails. | did not seek you out until | was sure my
back trail was clear. Trust me: you are absolutely safe.”

The doorbell chimed.

| went downdtairs, glad of the interruption and fearful that Detectives Ruiz and Murray had returned
with a search warrant.

They hadnt.
Stefan Pagelovitch, vampire Doman of the Sesttle demesne was standing on my front porch. "Hello,
Christopher,” he said pleasantly. He nodded, looking past my shoulder: "Deirdre. . ."

Beyond him, standing out in the yard, were another five undead foot soldiersfrom the Pecific
Northwest.

Pagelovitch smiled, showing inch-long canines. " Aren't you going to invite mein?"



Chapter Nine

The Doman of Seettle wasn't imposing in appearance.

He stood about six feet tall with adender build and had dark brown hair and features that were
vaguely hawklike. Y ou had to redlly stare a him when he wasn't looking back to get asense of histrue
gppearance. The older vampires were like that: it was the young ones who wanted to make an issue of
their looks. By thetimethey figured out that calling attention to themselves was not the best strategy for
longevity, it was generdly too late: undead Darwiniam.

Stefan Pagelovitch didn't exude atenth of his actua menace—which made him al the more
dangerous. So | wasn't hgppy about inviting him across my threshold. And | wouldn't even consider
letting any of hisenforcersingde. Even after he assured me that my red-eyed, cell phone-wielding vamp
hadn't been one of them.

"S0," | sad, "what you're telling meisthat there's another group of fanged enforcersin town.”

Pagelovitch nodded. "New Y ork has had a presence down here for sometime. I'm surprised you
hadn't noticed until now."

| shrugged. "Werunin different socid circles.”

"I, of al people, should know better than to confuse you with your legend.”

| unfolded my arms. "My what?'

"Y ou shared blood with the legendary Dracula and then took him out.”

"Wdll, we never actudly dated—oh, | see.” | looked over at Deirdre. " People been making up
Stories about me?"

Shelooked very smal and despondent huddled on the couch. "It'swell known that you killed Kadeth
Bey and Lilith. And that you then destroyed Vlad Dracula. Isit surprising that the tale has grown with
eechtdling?'

"Draculais—" | stopped mysdlf. Bassarab wanted the rest of the enclaves to believe he was dead
and gone: we had set it up that way. | was dready on the docket for a half-dozen vampire fatdities, what
was one more?

Pagelovitch shook his head. "The Impaler, the four-thousand-year-old Necromancer who hounded
him throughout the last five centuries, and the traitor who compromised the security of my entire
enclave—any one of them might have made you alegend in degth. Overcoming dl three and then turning
up dive—well—" he waked over to the drapes shielding the picture window, "—we dl believein the
Boogie Man. Y ou seem to have moved up the ligt to the number-two position.”

He didn't say who topped the list at number one. He didn't have to.

"Isthat why you let Deirdre leave? So you could follow her and find out whether | wasaliving legend
or amusty myth?"
Deirdres face tightened into amask of misery.



"Shedidn't betray you," he said, pulling back the curtainsto give us an unobscured view of the
grounds. Or, morelikely, to give his people an unobscured view of theinterior of my living room.

"Y ou mean not conscioudy,” | said, unmoved by the stricken expression on Deirdre's face.

"Wedidn't follow her, if that'swhat you mean.” He leaned back into the sofaand crossed hislegs,
putting apair of Travers aligator shoeson display. "I don't know how she found you." He hesitated and
looked thoughtful. "Although | understand that Dr. Mooncloud was hel ping her with some sort of focused
dream-trance-interpretation something. . . ." He shook his head. "No, my dear Christopher, it would
appear that you have betrayed yourself."

"Okay. Mind tdling me how?"'

"Y ou arefamiliar with the FBI's 'Carnivore software?"

"Y ou mean the computer setup that intercepts and reads mass volumes of email, scanning for key
word combinations?'

Pagel ovitch nodded. "We have something smilar that we use to keep tabs on various government
and law-enforcement communications. As you might imagine, we've added your name to the key words
and phrases for which we maintain acongtant aert.”

"And my nameis being bandied about by theloca congtabulary?”

He nodded again. "It turned up. It seems there was a—how would you say—ruckus—at alocal
funerd home. .. ."

| dmost dapped my forehead. "Damn! | signed the guest book as Christopher L. Csgthel”

"It didn't take long to hack the City Hall computer databases to see who had appeared in town about
the right time. From there it was amatter of narrowing the list of suspects.” He smiled wolfishly and
seepled hisfingers. "This house was our first stop onthelist.”

"Lovely. Now what?'

The Doman sighed and placed hisfingers againgt hislips. "Christopher, you place mein avery
difficult postion.”

"What about my position?' | growled.

"Christopher, you are rogue. Not only that but Lupé and now Deirdre have followed you into exile.
Under the law you adl mugt either return to my demesne or be destroyed.”

| moved my eyebrows up for maximum effect. " Your demesne? Under the law we are required to
dly mysdf with some demesne. | don't recall the wording that gives you unequivocd rightsto our
persons.”

"Thelaw," he observed placidly, "requires meto destroy you if you are not dlied with some
demesne. So, if not us, then who?"

"We have ademesne,” | said. "My Doman knowswhere | am, | have his approva, and we," |
glanced back at Deirdre, "are under his protection.”

"And your Doman'snameis. .. ?"
"Christopher L. Csgthe.”

Pagelovitch didn't bat an eye. "Christopher,” he said patiently after along pause, "you know that is
unacceptable. | need areal answer, afind answer.”

| stared at him. "Only Regis Philbin getsafind answer."
He stared back. "Not if you're the weakest link."
| blinked. "How much timedo | get to give you afina answer? Fifteen seconds?’

He smiled patiently; the teeth remained hidden. "Y ou've been gone for better than haf ayear; how
much time do you need?"

"More than fifteen seconds."



"What if | giveyou aday?'

"I need more than aday. How about aweek?'

Pagelovitch shook his head. "1 don't think you have aweek."

"What doesthat mean?"

He sghed and rose to hisfeet. "It meansif your signature led usto you, it will lead othersto you, as
well. Sooner rather than later." He put his cold hand on my shoulder. "Come back with me and help me
rule the Northwest. Y ou'll be a colleague, not aprisoner. If New Y ork clamsyou, you'll bea
prisoner—or worse."

"You think they'd actudly kill me?*

He shook his head. " There are worse things than death, my friend. Y ou know who rules there?'

It was hardly aguess by now: "Elizabeth Béthory."

It made sense, of course.

When Vlad Drakul Bassarab V had retired from the neck-stabbing politics of ruling the New Y ork
demesne, he found it necessary to disappear. The new Doman of the East Coast was very jealous of her
then-and-future power-base. She put her own hounds of hell on the old voivode's trail, forcing him to go
into hiding—in Kansas, of al places.

At the time he had told me of hisneed for anonymity and | had briefly wondered who could put the
fear of death into history's number-one bloodsucker. Other distractions had prevented afollow-up
question at the time but it certainly made sense now. Off the battlefield, the Countess Erzsébet

Béthory-Nédasdy was actudly scarier than Transylvanias crown prince, aregular Torquemada of the
Damned.

Page ovitch nodded. "Then you know how terrible the consequences can be should you fal within
her bloody grasp.”
| just looked at him working hard on a nonplussed express on—heavy emphasis on the non.

Hesghedfindly. "l will giveyou aday. Maybetwo if al remainsquiet. But | will need an answer by
then. And do not presume upon my friendship." Hetook hisleave then with a promiseto return the
fallowing night.

| gave him afew minutesto quit my property and then peeked out the window. Not al of hisminions
had departed with him. | now had extra security. | wondered what their reaction would be if any
additiona plaintiffsturned up for this evening's session of night court.

Returning to my library in the den, | turned on my laptop.
"What will you do?' Deirdre asked from the doorway.

"I don't know," | said, browsing one of the bookshel ves while the computer booted up. "1'm not
ready to leave, yet. It'snot just a matter of freedom and persond choice. | think—" Actually it was best if
no one knew what | wasthinking just then. "I need you to do some research while I'm gone.”

"Where are you going?'

"Toseeadient.”

"What kind of client?'

"The kind that may have answersthat | can't get anywhere else. I'm not blowing town when acure
for my condition might lieright here, in my own proverbid back yard."

"Every night you remain hereyou run arisk.”

| shrugged. "Every day, every night, isarisk for me aslong as the virus continues to mutate in my
body. In the meantime, 1'd like you to ook up everything you can find on Elizabeth Bathory. Do you
know how to do online searches?'

"I'm undead, not brain-dead,” she said archly.



"Good. | have some reference materid on the shelves, here, but you'll haveto do alittle digging. Print
out anything you can find on the Internet. She was Hungarian so remember to try dternate English
spdllingsof her name.”

"l am yoursto command.” Soft, alittle breathy, like a half-hearted attempt at Marilyn Monroe.
"Good. Whatever | end up doing, you're going back to Seeattle with Pagelovitch.”

IIWW?I

"Do the research. It will answer your question better than anything | could say.” | went to the closet
and brought out a black, hooded sweatshirt. "Now, one more thing. | want you to put thison, pull the
hood over your hair, and run out the back door and into the woods."

"I'm your decoy?'
"Page ovitch left two of hiswatchdogs behind. Just get them to chase you for about thirty
seconds—that's al thetime I'll need to get the car started and out onto the main road.”

She stood there, looking thoughtful.
"Y ou think they might hurt you?'

She shook her head asif she were shaking off athought. "No. | know Stefan and | know his lapdogs:
they will kill whenitisnecessary. But heis patient in most things and particularly long-suffering when it
comesto you. They will not like the deception but they will not harm me aslong as Stefan considersyou
to ill be under his protection.” She pulled the oversized swesatshirt on over her head. "I will do asyou
command—"

"Reques.”
"—and neuter the watchdogs. After which | will do the research for you.”

"Actudly, the research ismore for you than for me" | said, thinking of Countess Béthory's proclivities
toward thefairer sex. | hoped she would understand the warning.

Clutching my car keys so they wouldn't jingle, | took up aposition next to the door where| could
watch the front yard without being seen. A minute passed and then the back door opened and closed
noisily. The watchdog vamp in the front went tearing around the side of the house and | eased the front
door open and dipped out onto the porch. Running lightly down to the car, | dipped behind the whed!
and pulled the driver's door to the dmost-closed position.

| smiled as| inserted the ignition key: One of the advantages of driving an antique car wasthe
absence of buzzers and alarmsfor doors, seatbelts, and ignitions. While | had spent afair amount of
money upgrading the engine, drivetrain, brakes, and wiper/reservoir system, | had kept the sedth
configuration of the Fifties. | turned the key and closed the door smultaneoudly. As soon asthe engine
caught | popped the transmission into reverse and went careening down the long drive backwards
instead of wasting precious seconds swinging around the concrete circle in front of the house.

At any moment | expected two very irritated vamps to run back around the house and come charging
down the driveway faster than any human could run.

It didn't happen.

| soun the car out onto the cul-de-sac, dipped into drive and hesitated: till no pursuit. At least not

from the house. Apparently Pagelovitch didn't think two watchdogs were enough: as| drove away, |
picked up atail at the end of the block.

| drove out to BioWeb with the black Suburban in my rearview mirror al theway. There seemed to
be no point in trying to outrun or lose my undead babysitters as long as they weren't trying to stop me. A
high-speed car chase, on the other hand, wasjust the thing to get additiona unwanted attention.

| took my time, whistling "Me And My Shadow" as | crossed over the Ouachita River by way of the
Endom Bridge.

* * %



| had some time before | was supposed to meet Chalice Delacroix so | gave my watchdogs the
nickel tour. | drove around Monroe until it was patently obviousto even the outtatowners that ninety-six
percent of just about everything was closed down by ten p.m. Even the mosquitoes packed it in around
midnight—there just wasn't enough food out and about by thet time to make it worth their while. In terms
of the public nightlife, Monroe wasn't aswell place for the Big City vampsto visit. Sncel lived here, |
could dmost fed sympathy oozing from the vehicle behind me as we motored down another darkened
thoroughfare: pickingswould be mighty dim for any night feeder.

Fate was with me on this particular night, however. Thelightswere dill ona St. Mark'sand | pulled
up in front of the church with deviltry in mind. By thetime my tail had pulled in behind me, | was out of
my car and running up the steps with aforty-two ounce Citgo "Big Swalow" cup | had rescued from the
cup-caddy on the passenger side. | heard doors dam behind me as| ducked inside and then nonchaantly
walked into the narthex and scoped out the holy water font at the back of the chapdl.

It was nearly empty.
Great: when do they fill these things, anyway?

"Can | help you, son?" A man approached from the candle-lit dtar at the front of the chapel. He was
middle-aged with adusky, dark complexion that looked odd in the lowered lighting of the chancel.

At firgt | thought he was the priest but, as he limped down the steps and came down the center aide,
| saw that he was dressed like aworkman. Faded jeans that raised doubts about their origina color were
peg-legged over weathered brown work boots with bits of green vegetation snarled in the climbing Xs of
tan laces. The deeves of hischambray shirt wererolled up to reveal forearms corded with lean muscle
and camouflaged by indecipherable tattoos. A ring glinted on the third finger of hisleft hand. His brown
hair was shot with threads of slver and his degp-set eyes seemed to glimmer like the votive candles
behind him.

"Areyoudl right?' he asked.

Calmdown, | told mysdlf. Relax. "1—I waslooking for the priest." Oops, wrong answer! All |
wanted was aquick in-and-out, not a prolonged, excuse-making conversation with the resident padre.

"He doesn't seem to be around at the moment,” the dusky man said with asad smile. "Y ou look like
aman in search of an answer."

Morelikeaman in search of liquid ammo. But | said: "Actudly | wasjust passing by and | wanted to
ask aquestion about something inthe Bible"

The man stared at me asif he were reading the truth in my statement.
"The Book of Revelation says something about the 'Whore of Babylon'. . ."

Henodded. " 'And | saw awoman sit upon ascarlet colored beast, full of names of blagphemy,
having seven heads and ten horns. And the woman was arrayed in purple and scarlet color, and decked
with gold and precious stones and pearls, having agolden cup in her hand full of abominationsand
filthiness of her fornication; And upon her forehead was a name written, Mystery, Babylon the Grest, the
Mother of Harlots and Abominations of the earth. And | saw the woman drunken with the blood of the
saints and with the blood of the martyrs of Jesus; and when | saw her, | wondered with great admiration.’

There were unexpected goose bumps on my arms. "Who is she?"

That sad smile again. "Now that has been the subject of endless debates. Some Protestants will tell
you that John the Revel ator was writing about the corruption of the Church Cathalic. Otherssay itis
America. . . asecret organization . . . anation yet to rise to prominence. . . Some now say it's one of the
terrorist organizations. Take your pick or make up your own.” He shrugged. "The Book of Revelation
doesn't come with a Rosetta stone or Little Orphan Annie decoder ring. It's more like a Rorschach test
for therabidly rdigious.”

"So," | said, "this Progtitute of Perdition isn't area person or thing. She'sredly just asymboal,



representing agroup or organization.”

"That'swhat the theologians believe.”

"Theologians.”

Hissmilewasalittlelesssad. "Y ou say that like a conservative fundamentaist.”

My turnto smile. "lsn't that redundant?’

"Not at all. True fundamentdists areradical, back-to-the-basics kinds of folks. Conservatives
are—well—consarvative.”

| chuckled. "While theologians are lawyers with Divinity degrees.”

"And," he said, seeming to read my mind, "they tend to discount the supernaturd.”

"Meaning," | aborated, "that they couldn't possibly buy into the interpretation of the Whore of
Babylon as an actua person.”

"If one could properly call ademon aperson,” hefinished for me.

"So, laying theologiansaside. . ."

"Y ou lay the theologians, they're not my type."

| grinned. " . . . who would this Strumpet of Doom mogt likely beif she wasn't ametaphysica
metaphor? Any likely candidates?'

He dared at me asif trying to decipher the intent behind my question. "There was an ancient
demon—or demoness, actually—who fit the profile for the Revelator's visions. In ancient Sumer she was
caled Ereshkigad and the Greeks knew her as Hecate."

"What about the Babylonians?*

He shook his head—atwitch more than an actua gesture. "They wouldn't have recognized an actudl
demon if it had bitten them on the ass. Which happened rather frequently if you've sudied what passed

for their culture. No, the Whore of Babylon was best documented by the ancient |sraglites. They knew
her asLilith."

The name shook me: | had killed avampire named Lilith back in Kansas who had seemed asevil as
any undead | had yet met.

"Doesthat name have any significance for you?'
| nodded. "Wasn't she Frasier's ex-wife?"

He grinned. "Now you sound like atheologian.”
If I could | would have blushed.

"According to Jewish lore she was the first wife of Adam," he continued, "or the second. There are
two different accounts of human creation in Genesi's, one saying "Mae and Female He created them."”
Some ancient scholarsinterpreted this passage to mean that the creation of man and woman was
smultaneous, while the account of Adam and Eveis obvioudy sequential—the whole rib/trangplant thing.
While theidentity of Adam's other wife is somewhat tenuous, Lilith is referenced later in the book of
Isaiahin her identity as a Babylonian night demon.

"More detailed referencesto Lilith can be found in the TAmud, the apocryphal text The Testament
of Solomon, and "The Alphabet of Ben Sira," which emerged from Persaor Arabiaaround the eleventh
century. Sheisdescribed as having long, dark hair and a seductive, earthy appearance whilein human
form. After she deserted Adam over what seemsto be issues of inequaity and male dominance, she went
and dwelled in a cave where—according to different accounts—she seduced God, married Satan or the
demon Samael or Asmodeus, the king of the demons, and became the mother of the world's demons.
Modern feministswrestle with the Lilith stories portraying a negetive femae archetype who is assertive,
seductive, and ultimately destructive.”

"Isthere anything in these texts about her putting on ared dress?" | asked.



"I'm not a chapter-and-verse man.” His eyesflickered like troubled candle flames. "My memory isn't
what it should be. Earlier passagesin the Book of Revelation say something about awoman with child
running into the wilderness. Whether it is the same woman who appears later, wearing purple and scarlet,
isanother point for debate. Her scarlet attire may be symbolic for sin, acts of wantonness, or of
bloodletting on amassve scae. | only know the Whore of Babylon makes her appearance with the
unleashing of greet plaguesin theend times.”

"The opening of thesedls" | said.

He nodded. "Widespread death and destruction.”

"Any of those plagues resemble the flu?'

There was a muffled crash behind the chancd and the man turned toward the back of the chapd.
"What wasthat?' He started toward the dtar. "Michadl ?'

"Don't go outsde!” | said.

He glanced back at me but didn't ask the obvious question.

While Pagd ovitch'swatchdogs couldn't very well enter the church even with an invitation, thisman
would lose that protection if he stepped outside. While hisback wasturned, | hurriedly scooped alittle
aqua sacra into the Styrofoam container and moved back into the narthex. | was lamenting the scant
inch or 30 | had been ableto collect at the bottom when | spotted the drinking fountain. Hey, dilution
issues might be moot: they didn't have to know | watered down the water. A moment later | was coming
back out the front door.

To an empty entryway.

No one around.

| ran down to the Suburban.

Stll no vampires.

| poured abit of my now-brimming cup onto the door handle. Made sure it was nice and wet. Then
rushed around to the passenger side. Still no vamps. | needed to draw them back to the front before the
handyman | eft the safety of the sanctuary.

Plus, the bluff wouldn't work if they didn't catch mein the act.

So, what did I do now? Yél: Olley olley oxen free-0? Come and get it?

Come and get me?

| glanced in the Suburban’s window and saw nothing: dark, tinted glass. | tried the handle: it opened.

Ah: the door darm dinged; the ignition buzzer buzzed. It brought them running.

| had the door closed by the time they reappeared round front. | smiled and raised my glassina
friendly salute. Tipped it so anice little stream of water spattered over both door handles on the
passenger Sde.

That dowed their charge. "What's that? What are you doing?"' the black woman in fangs and 'fro
demanded as she moved to cut me off from my car.

"Y our door handles werefilthy so | rinsed them,” | said, "red good!" | held the cup up and tipped it
s0 she could seeits clear contents. ™Y ou know holy water not only cleans, it blesses, too!" | jerked the
cup o alittle dopped over the side and went splat on the pavement at her feet.

She said an unholy word and jumped back. By thistime the other vamp had arrived, a Gen X dacker
complete with knit cap and three-day-old goatee. He immediately took in his partner's strong reluctance
to get anywhere near me. "Y olanda, what'swrong?'

"This—" Y olandasaid another unholy word "—has a (unholy adjective) cup of (unholy modifier) holy
water! He's soaked the (unholy adverb) car doors with the (unholy noun)!”

"Well don't et him drive avay! We won't be able to follow him until the handles dry off!"



| told her that it would be areal shameto "rain on her parade,” and she had afew more unholy
words and phrasesfor his suggestion and my innuendo. It wasn't hard to get back into my car, especially
after | sat behind the whedl and poured some more water over the outside of the door.

"Take off your shirt!" sheyelled at her partner. "Useit to wipe off the handled™
Thisonewas no dummy.

"My shirt? Why doesit haveto be my shirt?"

Her partner, on the other hand . . .

| turned the key as she started pedling out of her own shirt. | drove away as she wrestled her top off
on the way back to the Suburban. | cruised on down to the next intersection and waited for the light to
change. It turned green about the time that they discovered that | had auto-locked their doors.

Eventualy they would decide to smash one of thewindows. | patted my pocket: at that point they
would discover that their car keyswere no longer in theignition.

Another examplethat homo vampiris was not necessarily the next step "up” the evolutionary ladder.

* * %

Just about the time that the glow from the BioWeb facilities became visible through the trees, | felt an
overwheming sense of something coming into the car.

| jerked the wheel as something grabbed me and the car skidded off the road in aspray of gravel.
"Oh, Chrid" It was Jennifer. And she was sobbing.
For amoment | thought my heart might break.

And then | remembered that my wife was nearly two years dead and | had promised mysdlf no more
psychic circlejerks.

"Oh, Chris, it was horrible!" shefit/something wailed.

"What?" | asked, in spite of mysdif.

"Something—Evil! 1t—it knocked me away—threw me back into that—that faraway dark place!”
"Where were you? At home?"

| felt ghostly stirrings against my neck and shoulder asif someone wasthere and nodding. "And
when—when | findly found my way back again . . ."

"What?What isit?" The ectoplasmic tearstrickling down the side of my neck shot my resolve dl to
hell.

"|—I—couldn't get back in! It was like—like there was some kind of barrie—a barrier of darkness
surrounding it—keeping me out!" She pushed back from meand | could dmost seeafaceinthedim
glow of the dashboard lights. " There's something evil there, Darling! No! Evil with acapita 'E"! Y ou can't
go back there! It isn't safel”

"Well seg" | sad. "'l need alittletimeto think about this" | glanced at the dashboard clock. "Right
now | have an gppointment.”

"BlJt—"

"Shush." | adjusted the rearview mirror and studied the hazy reflection of my own eyes. What was|
doing? Trying to psych mysdlf out of going to the one place where | might find answersfor my condition?

| turned on theradio. Static. | turned the tuner until | hit music, agospel quartet:

Would you be free from your passion and pride?
There's power in the blood, power in the blood.
Snsainsarelost initslife-giving flow;,

There's wonderful power in the blood.

| reached for the knob again.
Oh, thereis power, power, wonder-working pow—



Hiss, crackle, pop. Then an oldiesrock station playing "Total Eclipse of the Heart":
Once upon a time there was light in my life;
Now there's only love in the dark—

| snapped the radio off and pulled back onto the gravel side road.

* * %

By the time we—er—I—pulled up to the main entrance gate, she—or—hd|! The Stuation was a bit
camer.

So what was my subconscious manifestation trying to tell me? That, deep down, | percelved Deirdre
asareadl threat? What kind of athreat? Physical? Emotiona? Spiritua? Or was | more spooked by
Pagdovitch'sarrival? Or maybe | was just freaking out over this Baron Samedi mix-up with the restless
dead.

Whatever it was, my most immediate concern was what fearful secrets| might find in the maze of
|aboratories ingde the BioWeb complex—or the [abyrinthine maze of my own circulatory system.

An armed and uniformed guard came out of the guard shack with aclipboard. "Mr. Ham?I'll need
to see someidentification.”

| handed over my driver'slicense and amoment later was directed to the visitors parking lot.

"Where are you going?" my displaced psyche asked as | opened the door.

"l haven't seen adoctor since Tgf Mooncloud and | thought 1'd get a second opinion. Wait for me
here, okay?'

"|—I don't think | could follow you in thereiif | wanted to. That—that horrible darkness—I think itis
coming from herel"

| stopped and considered that.

Mama Samm had said something—severa somethings, in fact, but till unclear somethings—about
the coming of the Whore of Babylon. Her coming was supposed to be connected to the opening of sedls,

the unleashing of plagues, the beginning of the end. If | were abloodthirsty demon, | might want to pick
up some something supernatural and maevolent from the pits of Hell to unleash upon the world.

Something biblicad. Or, at least, Cecil B. DeMillicd.

It would certainly be apocalyptic.

But if 1 had learned anything during my life and subsequent postscript, it wasthat Evil rarely arrived
with a packed suitcase. Evil preferred to make do with what was already at hand.

| looked up at the surred light show flickering on the sandstone exterior of the main building. The
glowing letters of the BioWeb sign pulsed from red to blue, red to blue.

Tored.

Toblue

Some say the world will end in fire.

Somesayinice. ..

Who needed demons and paranormal pestilence when there were labs with anthrax and smallpox
and Ebolaand terrorists or careless researchers or untrustworthy governments? Y essir, who needed
underlings from the underworld when there was so much to work with up here: Genghis, Attila, Adolph,
Idi, Saddam—the list rendered the need for interplanar interference moot. We were our own demons,
followed our own devils.

"Chris?'

"All the more reason to take allittle look around.” | said it with more confidence than | actudly felt.

Maybe thelights of the BioWeb complex weren't so much beacons of hope as candle flames that draw
the moth to afiery extinction.



Asl| closed the door behind me | heard the lock snap shut. | hoped | wouldn't need to get back inin
ahurry.

* % %

| was met at the front entrance by another security guard, who let mein and then called upstairsfor
Chalice to come and fetch me. While we waited by the elevators | learned that his name was Reginad
and that he worked the lobby/night shift, Sunday through Thursday. By the time the devator arrived with
my client, Reggie had a subset of unconscious commandsto let meinto the facilities whenever | dropped
by—no questions asked and no conscious memories later.

Maybe next time | could arrange for my very own passkey.
"Tell me about BioWeb," | asked Chalice as we rode back up in the elevator.

"Wheredo | begin?' she asked with apro formasmile. "BioWeb is aresearch consortium dedicated
to extending longevity and improving the qudity of life. Our primary foci arein geneticswith vird
offshoots but there are also divisons that work in the development of pharmaceuticas, bionics, nanotech,
surgical advances—even mosquito modification.”

"Mosquito modification?'

"We had an outbresk of West Nile encephalitis right here afew years back. The National Guard was
caled in. Crop dusters, mosguito abatement trucks, larvicide in the sewers and storm drains, even a
hundred crews with hand-held foggers and backpack sprayers working their way through the city, street
by street, could hardly make adent until the cold wesather arrived. And since winter, down here, typicaly
means temperaturesin theforties, it was till a pitched battle for months.

"But as bad asthat was herein our little ole parish, the problem's alot worse in other parts of the
world. Maaria, dengue, and yellow fever. Mosguitoes have dedlt degth to more people throughout
history than any other cresture. Y ou may think of them as an annoyance but they've defeated entire
armies—from the troops that attacked ancient Rome to the Europeans who sought to conquer Africa. In
the Pacific during World War Two, General MacArthur estimated that two-thirds of his men had
verifigble symptoms of maaria During the nineteenth century, mosguitoes turned some American cities
into ghost towns. Now, here in the twenty-first, we've got a new series of mosguito-borne epidemics: S
Louis Encephalitis, West Nile Virus, Eastern Equine Encephdlitis, Western Equine, LaCrosse
Encephdlitis. . . il it'sthe big three—madaria, dengue, and yellow fever that infect ahdf abillion people
each year with amortdity rate of over onemillion annudly."

"So BioWeb isworking on an eradication program?’
"Y es, but not the way you think. We're working on bioengineering mosguitoes on two fronts.

Manipulating the genetic structure to dter their breeding pattern—that's an old project. But were dso
looking at ways to change the host environment for the viruses and parasitesthey carry.

"The mosguito's body has evolved into asafe harbor for these pathogens, enabling them to be
transferred from one host to another, using the mosquito as atraveling incubator. We think we can
disrupt that benign relationship and more. We want to splice in the genetic codes that will produce
antibodies, causing the mosguito to not only destroy the disease in its own body but might well someday
inoculate everyone it bites from other diseases. Maybe even thisflu strain that is going around!”

| rubbed my chin. "Could be atough sdll to the public. Remember dl the hysteriaover genetically
modified food? | can seethe headlines now: Lab wants to create Frankenskeeter! Y ou'd probably
have more success selling acloning agenda.”

"We do have acloning agenda.”

"Redly?'

"Nothing human,” she qudified.

"Define human.”

"BioWeb has an equally strong commitment to bioethics."



"Everyone has a strong commitment to bioethics,” | said. "It'sjust amatter of whose biology and
whose ethics

Her amile was more genuine, now. "Yes, thereisthat."

"Stem cell research?”

"Of course.”

"Of course?"

"BioWeb isworking on the conversion and harvesting of stem cellsfrom umbilical cords, placentas,
bone marrow, fat cdlls, other aternative source materials. We don't do embryos.”

"Somedo."

"Wedon't." The smilewasnt asfriendly, now, and that made me alittle sad.

The elevator doors opened and we stepped out into a beige-walled, tan-carpeted hal lway.

"So, what do you do?'

"Me?

| nodded.

"WEell gettothat . . ." shesaid enigmatically.

* % %

For the next forty-five minutes | was taken on abrisk tour of the main building. Although the night
shift meant askeleton staff, | wasintroduced to cell biologists, gene therapists, bioinformatics specidists,
virologigts, and analytical chemist biogtaticians. Along theway | observed artificia breeding ponds for
mosguito research in one of the "outbuildings' out back. | was whisked through labs and libraries,
computer rooms and conference halls, tissue banks and petri farms, even mini-hospital wards with private
rooms. Onefloor housed twenty patients of both genders and a broad range of ages, their only common
trait wastheir African-American heritage. The other ward housed both genders of Caucasian patients but
these were of asimilar age group: al were on the north side of fifty.

"Whatever happened to desegregation?” | asked as we continued down the hall.

"In case you haven't heard, we have aflu strain going around that primarily targets black
populaions.”

"I heard something of the sort but | didn't takeit serioudy."”

"Of course not.” You're white. She didn't say the words but they hung out therein plain view,
anyway.

"I mean, it sounds like some sinigter government plot. . . ."

She amiled ruefully and | felt the warmth of absolution. "It does, doesn't it? Y et the factsremain, it's
cutting a swath through the south sde of town while the north sde remainslargely untouched.”

"Couldn't exposure profiles—"

"Y ou're suggesting thet it started in the black community and patterns of socid interaction have
confined itsinfection patterns?' She shook her head. "That's not borne out from past epidemics. Besides,
there have been no white fatdities so far while the death rate among African Americansis more than
double the average from previous strains of influenza.

"So you think there's some kind of genetic link—like sickle-cdll anemia?”

She nodded. "We have teams working around the clock on issues like genetic triggersin viruses. Our
beds are full here and were contracting for additional space at severd area hospitas.”

"Areyou working on this?'

"Not directly. I'm contributing in my time off but al African-American Saff are being distanced from
serious research involvement at thistime.”

"For hedlth reasons,” | concluded. "' So, what the hell are you doing walking through the flu ward?"



"There's an experimental vaccine—weve dl been given precautionary dosages. And | only walked
downthehall, | didn't enter any of the rooms." Her voice was unsteady and she stopped and looked up
a me. "I'm surethisiswhat killed my father, Mr. Haim. His autopsy was done before we redlly knew
what to look for but I'd bet my career oniit!"

"Would you bet your lifeonit?"

"Don't you see?' Her green eyeswere large and nearly luminous with a sheen of moisture that lesked
around the edges. "' haveto help! | can't—" She turned abruptly and started walking again.

What could | say? What could | do to comfort her? Nothing, really, except change the subject.

"S0," | said, "how about dl those old white people?’

"They'remine," she said unevenly. "I'm supposed to be looking for the Fountain of Y outh.”

It wasn't hard to figure her bitterness and frusiration. While she was helping a bunch of old honkies
live longer, her own people—old, young, children—were dying one floor down.

* * %

Thetwo thingstheir research projects had in common, she explained back down in her lab, were
geneticsand vird triggers. That'swhat hel ped her maintain a sense of equilibrium when the urgeto run
downgtairs and do anything—even empty bedpans—became overwhelming. "And any breakthrough in
extending the human lifespan helps dl people. .. my people. . . your people. . ."

Briefly | wondered who "my people’ were these days. Dracula and Pagel ovitch and Erzséoet
Béthory? | repressed a shudder.

"At this stage of the project, they're having me focus on telomeres.” She gave me asidewayslook. "I
suppose you know al about telomeres?”

| gave her The Look back. ™Y ou must be kidding."

"l didnt—"

"Telomeres" | continued, "are the end caps on the chromosomes that are involved in adding new
DNA to the chromosome when acell divides. Some scientists like to compare them to aglets.”

"Adles?'

"Thelittle plastic or metal caps on the ends of shoelaces that keep them from unraveling. Telomeres
arelikethat. The problemis, every time acdll divides, the tedlomeres shrink alittle. Obvioudy, thismeans

afinite number of cell divisons before the chromosomesturn into old shoelaces. Are you working on the
oncology angle?'

Her mouth was open and she was giving me that same ook she had tossed out the day beforein the
hospital nursery.

"Most tumor cells" | elaborated, "switch on agenefor telomerase, aprotein that manufacturesthe
telomeres. Cancer cdlswork hard a being immorta and they proliferate dl out of control because their
telomeres don't burn out at the samerate asanormal cell. | rather imagine thetrick isto apply the
telomerase enzyme without | etting the cells go into some biofrenetic rampage that istypica of the cancer
process."

Her mouth was still open but no sound was coming out.

"Likel said, I'veread anumber of medica papers over the past year."
Shefindly found her voice. "I would love to see your bookshelves sometime.”
| smiled. "How about | show you something that will knock your socks off."

"Somehow | don't think theré's anything you can tell me now that will surprise me morethat you have
these past two days," she answered in asultry, flirty voice as she pulled up her office chair.

Of course she was dead wrong.



Chapter Ten

The needle did into my flesh asthough skin and muscle were pretty illusons, distractions from the
truth of vein and artery. Asmy blood welled up in the VacuTex tube, | told her the story of aman who
spent most of hislife being apretty ordinary guy. Grew up normd in Middle America, went to schoal,
bungled hisfirst year in college and dropped out to do ahitch in the Navy. Picked up sometraining in
radio communicationsand aPh.D. in the school of Man's Inhumanity To Man.

| didn't go into the details of aMississppi manhunt that became ajurisdictiona dispute with the Coast
Guard and ended up with my being |oaned to a specia ops group run by the Feds—a bollixed operation
that went terribly wrong and gave new meaningsto the words " collaterd damage." The subsequent
courts-martia were something | had tried to forget—with the blessing of my dear old Uncle Samud, who
had warned everybody involved againg telling old stories that should stay dead and buried. It was my
first redl lesson in how evil can taint even the innocent despite its best effortsto do the right thing and that
telling the truth israrely expedient. . ..

Instead | skipped ahead and over the return to collegiate life, the examined life and amasters degree
in English Lit, the pretty coed who became alovely wife, then mother, and cut straight to the chase of a
family vacation gonejust aswrong asthat Naval assgnment fifteen years before.

How a chance detour and the ingtincts of agood Samaritan at ahousefirein Weir, Kansas, got me
overpowered in amoldering barn, knocked on my back, and forced to give blood to a burned corpse
that should have been dead but wasn't.

Tothisday it seems an equitable exchange to Prince (never "Count™) Vladimir Drakul Bassarab V:
the unholy transfusion that revived his undead flesh dso gifted me with one-half of the combinant virus
that transformed the dead into the undead. Since | wasn't dead and never received the other combinant
half of the super virusthat resded in the vampires sdiva, the results were unforeseen but immediatey
catastrophic: | blacked out afterward and drove into the path of an eighteen-whedler.

Thevirus had aready mutated my biochemistry, enabling meto chest Death.

My wife and daughter had no such advantage.

Chadlicefilled three glass ampoules and withdrew the needle. The puncture resedled itsdf before she
could cover it again with the cotton swab.

"Now what?' she asked, not quite meeting my eyes.

"Now you spend alittle time running tests on those samples,” | said. "After you're convinced that I'm
telling you the truth, you decide the next step.”

"The next sep?’

"For trestment. | want to be cured. | want the effects reversed. | want to be human again.”
"Saure" shesad, alittle shakily. Humor the psycho until you can safely cal down to security.
"Oh," | said, "and Chdlice. . ."

v



"Look a what's happening to my eyes.”
She looked, of course.
And that'swhen | gave her therest of her ingtructions.

* % %

| 1eft Chdicein her lab, figuring I'd find my own way out. She was engrassed in running thefirgt of
many tests on my blood samples and hardly noticed my departure. | didn't know how much of that was
my post-hypnotic conditioning and how much was her obsess on with what she had just glimpsed under
the microscope.

My greater concern was how circumspect she might be while running those tests. It was onething to
plant subconscious commands to keep my test results a secret. While she might be mentally blocked
from telling anyone about my condition, | couldn't completely guard against my blood samples being
inadvertently seen by others. | could only craoss my fingers and trust in those opportunities being reduced
by Chalice working the night shift.

And | had to take some chancesif | wasto take advantage of the BiowWeb facilitiesin thetime |l had
18

As| retraced aportion of my tour on the way out, | ran into one of the security guards making his
rounds. It was no big dedl to leave him without any memory of having seen or spoken with me. | could
have avoided running into him atogether by heading directly for the exit but there were severa rooms|
had missed on the origina walk-through and, like Charlie Rich, | wanted to know what went on behind
closed doors.

There were storage rooms and utility closets behind most of them but | hit pay dirt on the third floor.
| opened adoor designated Gen/GEN and walked into an Antarctic whiteout.

It took afew momentsfor my eyesto adjust to the white-on-white-on-white furnishings without
risking retinal burns. Everything was white from the carpeting to the ceiling, with counters and cabinets
and monitors and keyboards and banks of computer casements that were distinguished here and there by
ablack line, acolored LED, or achromed edge.

"Lookslike aClean Room," | murmured, considering the shelves of paper booties, hair caps, and
plastic glovesinside the doorway.

"No," said avoice, "by Clean Room standardsthisis actudly arather grubby room." A portly bad
man emerged from behind abank of monitors. "May | help you?" Imagine Santa Claus without the beard.
Wearing alab smock like Delores Hagtings wore a muumuul.

"Samud Haim," | said, shaking his gloved hand. "Oops, sorry.”

"Not to worry, I'vefinished running tonight's samples.” He stripped off the plastic glovesand
deposted theminadot inthewal. "Are you herefor the story?'

Was |? Thiswastoo easy!

"I'm Spyder Landon.”

"Spyder?' | asked. He didn't look like a" Spyder.”

"Well, of course, you've got the basic PR packet and human resource materias. | guessyou'll write
me up as Walter Landon.”

| nodded sagely—hoping to look asif | knew exactly what he was talking about.

"I'm afraid thisis alittle unexpected,” he went on. "I mean, I've been asking for five years now when
we're going to go public with the Genetics/Genedlogical project, but | expected alittle more warning.”

"Wel," | sad, "you know how itis"

He nodded. "I wasn't expecting you until next month but | guess they want to get something out to
coincide with the big bash."

| shrugged. "They don't tell me the whys and wherefores anymore than they do you."



Hegrinned. "I'll bet. Y ou're new aren't you? How long have you been with the PR Department?”

"Uh—aweek."

"I'll bet it took them six monthsto get your security clearances, though.”

My turnto nod. "I'm having to run to get caught up.”

"So that'swhy you're here on the graveyard watch: getting additiona background. | figured Dr.
Coane would be the only source quoted.”

"Dr. Coane?'

"Well, Phillip isthe project head, after all. And then there's the matter of security clearancesfor
certain areas of information. Can't just go printing al of the dirty doings behind the scenes, can we?"

"Well," | said, "of course not. But they told me not to worry. They'll run my article through Security
and censor anything that seems unseemly before sending it out.” Then | told him to tell me about the
project asif | didn't aready have the background materiasfiled avay in my cubicle downgtairs.

"Why don't we start with alittle demongtration,” he suggested, handing me a set of gloves, booties,
smock, and paper hat. "Put it dl on: it's still agrubby room but we do use some Clean Room
technol ogies to keep surface and airborne contaminants down.”

| looked around the room trying not to fall over while| dipped the paper coverings over my shoes.
"Vey impressve.

"Impressive? Hah! Thisisjust thetip of the iceberg. The terminas and the sequencers are connected
to other labs and a series of Craysin the basement. But thisis where you see magic performed.
Remember the Human Genome project afew years back?'

| nodded, adjusting the cap over my hair.

"BioWeb completed the sequencing seven years before the others. Y ou didn't read about it because
it was dl hush-hush government business.”

"Amazing," | murmured.

"Not redly,” he said dismissvely. "We had ahead start, better equipment, faster computers, and an
unlimited budget. Let me show you something that's really amazing." Landon opened a cabinet and
retrieved afail strip. Opening the foil revedled a plastic swablike gpparatus. "Do you mind working up a
little pit?"

"Youregoingtorun my DNA?'

"I'll do better than that, Mr. Haim: I'm going to run your family tree. Open wide."

| amost refused. Signing the mortuary's guest book had been a serious security blunder. Giving out
DNA sampleswas better than sending the FBI my fingerprints. But | had come here to see what
BioWeb had to offer in decrypting my unique condition. | wasn't going to get very far if | suddenly got
shy about running tests. | opened wide and Landon took a saliva sample with some mouth scrapings.

"Now forget everything you've seen about gene sequencers,” he said, crossing the room and selecting
aseries of buttons on one of the cabinets, "they are sooo last millennium.” A pand did up and he placed
the swab in atray and pressed another series of buttons. Thetray retracted and the door did shut.

"Over here, now." Heled meto aseries of monitors and activated two of them. "In amoment well
have your genetic profile sequenced and catalogued.” As he spoke, the first monitor began to fill with
numbers and strings of code.

"Damn, that'simpressvel” | said, meaning it thistime.

"No, it'sjust fast. Fagter than anything else the rest of the world hasright now. What'simpressiveis
what happens next."

The second monitor began to run alist of names and dates. There were locations mixed in and
cross-referencing codes as well.

"What isit doing now?



"Who has the most complete genedlogicd library in theworld?" he counter questioned.
"That'seasy," | sad, "the Mormons.”

He shook his head. "The government does. The Mormons don't redlize it but their Salt Lake City
data banks have been tapped for years and we have everything that they have and then some.”

| stared at him. "Y ou're stedling data from the Mormons?'

"No. A certain agency of the United States government steals data from the Mormons. And not just
the Mormons, | might add. And then amember of that agency makesthe dataavailable to us. To which
we add genetic information to as many listings as we can.”

"Y ou're telling me you're building agenetic database on American citizens?'

"No," he sad. "We're building a database on the human race. Past and present, with an eyeto the
future. And we're not using the information to harm anyone. It's purely for research.”

| dmosgt said: "That's purely bullshit." If the government wasinvolved in gathering genetic information
on peopleit was bound to be misused, no matter the original motive. But | kept my mouth shut: | wasn't
going to maintain alow profile by arguing with the BioWeb staff and | certainly wasn't going to change
corporate policy onthisvigt. "l ill don't see how it'spossible” | said grudgingly. "Evenif you could get
asample from everyone dive today, you couldn't do profiles on people who've dready died.”

"Why not? It's been publicly done on the corpses of recent murder victimsand on remainsasold as
forty-thousand-year-old mummies."

"But thelogigtics—"
"Of exhuming every gravein every cemetery in the country?* He nodded. "Unlimited court orders

and an army of backhoes wouldn't make The Project practica in anyoneslifetime. Fortunately, there are
shortcuts.”

"Shortcuts?'

"A little EPA Trojan horse legidation about thirty years ago. Required testing for cemetery
groundwater contamination. Over the years weve refined the design but the original concept is pretty
much the same: amini core-sampling auger that drills down four to eight feet and collects samples at the
gppropriate depth.” He grinned. "Oopd! If anyone actually exhumes acoffin and discoversahole, well,
that'sfairly rare and—hey—accidents do happen, you know. One man with one of our present rigs can
sampleten bronze or stedl casketsin an hour, upwards of thirty if they're the older wooden models.

"Here, let me show you one of the latest shipments." He got up and waked to the back of the room.
He pressed a button and the rear wall did open like something from an old Matt Helm movie,

Behind the diding pand were stacked racks of finger-sized glassvias, maybe three or four hundred
indl. "I'll have to run these babies through the sequencer and database before sending them down to the
vault. Of course, we can only store about fifty thousand of these samplings on site. Every month they
move severa hundred |ots from the vault to a gargantuan storage facility back east.”

"Y ou were sampling DNA before it was anywhere near decoded?’ | asked.

He shrugged. "The Powers That Be knew it would just be amatter of time. They wanted to be ready
when—" He stopped and gave me another look. "How much are you actualy cleared for?"

"I'm cleared,” | said. With alittle, reassuring push. "I'm just playing Devil's Advocate for the purpose
of story perspective. How completeisyour database?"

"Depends. Thereare millions, if not billions, of samplesyet to be collected. But the databaseis

actudly functiond thanksto a pattern-sequencing system that andyzes DNA patternsin genedogica
cascades and can fill in the gaps with ninety-two-percent accuracy.”

| waved my hands. "Wait aminute, wait aminute! Let me get thisstraight. Y ou're saying that you've
got software that takes the genetic profiles aready in the database and—and uses those known patterns
to figure out what's not been catadlogued? | mean, it guesses what the missing samples should look like?!



He puffed up alittle and an expression of annoyance flickered across his ruddy features. "I would
hardly call data extragpolation 'guessing! Most of the existing computer programs run statistica models
based on samplings from one region of each DNA sample—the mitochondrial DNA that is passed from
the mother to subsequent generations, for example. Even the GEODI S program devel oped by
Templeton only andyzes DNA from ten locationsin each genetic sample for biologica population
Sudies.

"Qur program, on the other hand, actualy studies twenty-two different sites per sampling. We will
continue to gather DNA samplesto verify and complete the existing gaps, but the database can
extrapolate variationsin DNA patterns based on earlier and later configurationswithin agenealogica line.
For example, your DNA has aready been decoded and the computers are now running your sequences
for matches with other related patternsin the database. In afew minutes we should be ableto look at
your family tree, going back at least twenty generations.”

The computer begped and the monitors froze their displays.

"Herewe go. Thisisyou. Y our genetic map and the sgnificant tags." He frowned as he studied the
monitor. "Without running any of the details, | must say that your overal pattern looksalittle unusud.” He
tapped a sequence of keys. "Y ou might want to come back during the day and have Dr. Coanelook
over your tagsin detaill—that's not my area. But we can take alook at your Six-factor.”

"Six-factor?'

"Y eah, genedlogicaly speaking, everyone'sjust Six generations away from being related to Kevin
Bacon." He rewarded himsdlf with ahearty laugh.

Then he stopped.

He stared at the screen and hiseyeslit up. A huge smile bloomed across hisface.

| looked and saw one of my deepest nightmares come true.

* % %

| dipped out of the Gen/GEN lab nearly ahdf-hour later. | might have finished up in ten minutes but |
wanted to make sure my samples were thoroughly destroyed and my records were thoroughly purged
from the database—not just deleted but scrubbed off the hard drives and any backup sectors on
networked machines.

The fact that Spyder Langdon knew who my forebears were was awarning shot across my bow.
That he found my lineage significant had tripped every darm wirein my head and body. Hisreluctance to
assist mein purging the lab of my samples and the computer files of any reference to my deoxyribonucleic
acid structures—even under psychic duress—necessitated some serious "pushing.” More like extreme
psychic shoving and shaking and pummeling. When it came to forgetting that we had even met, | found it
necessary to be"indgtent.”

Maybe alittle too much so: | Ieft him gitting at ablank monitor, an even blanker expressionin his
eyes, and adribble of spittlelinking his chin and the spacebar on the keyboard.

If I waslucky he would remember nothing of our meeting thisnight.
If he waslucky he might remember something of the past year.
| was now monster enough that | could bet more on myself than on him.

* % %

It took another hour to find the other room | was looking for.

| had sensed it shortly after entering the BioWeb complex. A preternatura heaviness pervaded the air
trapped insde the building. 1t was something more than the stink of disinfectant and the vague vapors of
distant reagents circulating through the whispering vents and air returns. It waslike there was alittle more
darkness hiding around the edges of the track lighting and between the shimmer of fluorescent tubes.
Now, away from the distraction of other people, the presence of Something Else became more pal pable,
the sense of oppression moretangible.



| tried to focus on sensing an increase or decrease in the area of effect as| moved through the
building. It was asif the whole complex waslightly saturated with amild toxin but removed from the
source. | was about to give up when | discovered a second set of stairs leading toward the basement. |
had checked the basement level early on. If you're going to hide something diabolical or store something
unmentionable, basements are "high" onthelist of dark, out-of-the-way places for nefarious nooks and
crannies.

The BioWeb basement level, however, housed nothing but the physical plant for the complex: bailers,
furnaces, heat exchangers, generators, transformers, and miles and miles of pipes and conduits. Two
service eevators and aback stairwell accessed it.

Except | had just ssumbled across a second set of stairs leading down from the ground floor and
there had been only one set of stairswhen | had walked through the basement about forty minutes
before.

So where did this one go?

Oneway to find out. | started down the stairs.

| went down and down.

And down again.

Past the level of the basement and another turn and aflight down.

And adead end.

The gairsended in acubicle-sized landing with no visible exits. Overhead asingle red lightbulb
glowed angrily, enmeshed in asted cage. Thefar wall was aso colored red, with an elaborate green
pictogram &t its center. The two-foot by one-foot image looked three-dimensional. | walked up to the

design and grasped it with my hands. It was ametal sculpture, an ornate grillwork that stood away from
thewall by aninch or so.

Thedesign wasfamiliar. | vaguely remembered seeing iron grillwork very smilar to it somewhere
down in the French Quarter during my last visit to New Orleans. | considered the pair of idedized
swords that flanked the grid of rectangles criss-crossed into interlocking triangleswith curlicues and
lightning bolts and hammers and stylized flames.

| had seen this pattern more recently. . . .

In abook somewhere.
And the color red was linked to it somehow.
"Swords. .." | murmured, " ... lightning . . . hammers. . ." Hammers?

Hammers—meta—the forge.

"Vodoun," | whispered. "A symbol—no—a veve of the Loa." But which one? Something clicked in
the back of my mind. "The Goo-goo Battleaxe," | chuckled, butchering the pronunciation again. | cleared
my throat and said it correctly thistime: "The Ogou clan. Ogou Bhathaah, the Loa of achemy. Ogou
Ferraille, the Loaof the sword, iron and metals. Ogou Shango and Ogou Tonnerre, the Loaof lightning
and thunder."

As| spoke the name of the Loa, something clicked again, only thistimeit came from behind thewall.
V oice activation and password recognition security: voodoo gone high-tech. | pushed against the metal
grill and thewadl swung back on silent hinges.

The darkness beyond wasn't complete. A series of candlesflickered in recessed alcoves providing a
dim pathway into the unknown. The sense of oppressivenessthat had infused the air upstairs now made
breathing seem difficullt.

On more than one occasion |'d remarked that Mama Csgthe didn't raise no dummy. But she
wouldn't hesitate to say that her clever baby boy could still make some bonehead decisonsfrom timeto
time. Example: | stepped forward into the near darkness.



Thewadl swung shut behind me.

Part of it madeimmediate sense, | reasoned, as| moved dowly between the parale rows of
flickering points of light. The Ogou clan of VVodoun spirits was supposed to manifest in matters of war
and dchemy. If they weretied to Bioweb's vird and genetics research, then the a chemy connection was
apparent.

But what about war?

Mama Samm had said something about the fifth seal and the end of the world. The Book of
Revdation tied the opening of that sedl to the unleashing of great plagues that would devastate the earth.
But those Biblicd end time plagues were associated with the appearance of the Whore of Babylon, not
some Johnny-come-latdly third-world religion like VVodoun.

V oodoo was amangled meld of African tribal spirit worship overlaid on adistorted template of
Catholicism. It utilized a doubling approach to its principa gods, matching each Loawith aChrigtian
sant, bestowing adua identity of sorts.

So, maybe the Whore of Babylon had an "dtar" ego among the Loa

Maybe the Whore of Babylon—or Lilith—was aso Marinette Bois-Chéche.

And if "magick” wasinvolved, it might explain the darkness that Jenny had described or the odd
sensation that had made my skin crawl since walking through the front door.

| looked around. The candleslining the wallswere red. Red was the primary color of the Ogou
pantheon, so that fit. But the Ogou clan wasn't typically known for significant acts of evil. And their
sacred spaces were, asagenera rule, located out of doors. Not underground, deep beneath a high-tech
biological research facility.

The "aspect” or manifestation of the evil Marinette, however, would ater everything, corrupting even
the pure motives of scientific research.

Up ahead, the darkness was starting to fade in patches. Glimmering eyes grew in intensity, became
more candle flames. The pathway opened up into alarger area. A voodoo temple space: the hounfort.

My eyeswere adjusting to the dimmer light sourcesand | could make out more details, now. | was
entering the perigtil or dancing areafor the Vodoun ceremonies. The floor was hardened dirt and, at its
center, was agreat pole extending from the floor to the celling: the poteau mitan. Beyond lay the djevo
or dtar room, glowing like agreat, rectangular ruby againgt alarger dim backdrop.

| moved toward the dtar, alarge table draped with ablack cloth and decked out with a profusion of
objects. There were bottles covered with colored sequins and glass beads. And herewas asmall bottle,
nearly amaich for the finger-sized glass vialsin the Gen/GEN lab, but marked as containing a
Zombi-astra—a spirit from a corpse kept in aglass container like ahoodoo battery for certain spells.

For most people the word "zombie" conjures up the Hollywood image of a corpse shuffling about
like aretarded deepwalker. That or the stage persona of White Zombie front man, Rob Cummings. But
while I had seen more than my share of the walking dead recently, they didn't actudly fit the true voodoo
zombieprofile.

Thewaking "dead" documented as parts of Petro and Congo rites were actudly living people, not
reanimated gtiffs. They were the result of abokor or sorcerer [obotomizing the victim's persondity and
higher brain functions through hypnosis, autosuggestion, and acomplex pharmacopoeiathat included fish,
frogs, and ferns.

The puffer fish (Sohoeroides testudineus, S. spengleri), the porcupine fish (Diodon hystrix), and
the baloon fish (D. holacanthus) have dl been cited asingredients from avariety of sources, but the
most likely culprit isthe Fugu specieswhose skin, liver, intestines, and ovaries are overripe with a
neurotoxin caled tetrodotoxin. This particular neurotoxin is not only a hundred times more deadly than
srychnine, but asingle puffer has enough joy juice to wipe out aroomful of people. The Japanese
consider Fugu sashimi an exquisite ddlicacy that, properly prepared, will cause oneslipsto tingle, one's



senses to soar, and produces a pleasant near-death experience for the adventurous gourmand.
Improperly prepared, you are either unpleasantly dead in short order or paralyzed for life—however long
and equally unpleasant that may be.

Y ou might remember that thisisadelicacy to the culture that aso produced seppuku and the
kamikaze. For those not sufficiently put off by the mortdity rate of Fugu fanstherésalittle desth dish
cdled chiri that specidly licensed chefswill prepare for those diners who would rather "play chicken”
than est it. But | digress,

Moving down the zombie recipelist, you can go from Fugu to Bufo: the toxic glands of the toad,
Bufo marinus. Down in Colombia, the native Indians discovered that toasting these toads over afire
produced ayellow liquid that dripped from the carcass. curare. Once they figured out that arrows and
darts dipped in frog fondue were fata no matter where the victim was hit, precision marksmanship went
right out the window. In small amounts, the Bufo toxin would prevent oxygen from entering the
bloodstream and cause massive heart failure. In smaller amounts, it could paralyze without killing but the
horrific hallucinationsthat it produced would make you wish for desth anyway.

Then there were plants like Albizziaand Datura stramonium, known in Haiti asthe zombie's
cucumber and in North Americaas jimsonweed. Producing atopically active neurotransmitter-blocking
drug, the plant could induce disorientation, hallucinations, amnesia, coma, convulsons, and degth. It had
along history of "curing” maritd infiddity in Africa. ""Permanently” in most cases.

The bokor had their own recipes for mixing such biotoxins aong with ground spiders, powdered
human bone, colored clays, lemons, and various leaves and branches of other plants such as Jamaican
dumb cane (Dieffenbachia seguine) that pardyzed the mouth, throat, and vocal cords.

But | continueto digress.

Theonly truly "dead" zombiesin VVodoun were the zombi astrals, being the spirit—or
"ti-bon-ange"'—of a dead person caught and kept in abottle for medicina or healing purposes. Think of
it as something akin to a psychic battery. Since the soul iseternd, it kegps going and going and going. . .

| wondered what spell thislittle bottled soul was running.

Around it upon the dtar were smal statues and porcelain dolls encompassed about with lengths of
chain and cages of wire. Colorfully framed photos and drawings were propped up against machetes and
knives and axe heads. Kongo packets, shredded palm leaves, and small mirrors were scattered here and
there. A series of defaced medalions bound a clutch of kewpie dolls that had bead-headed pins stuck
into their arms, legs, eyes, ears, torsos—each seeming to have its own, distinct pattern of torment. Bowls
containing offerings—sdlt, cayenne peppers, Tabasco sauce, rum, pam oil and pam wine, cigars,
roasted yams, and green plantains—formed a border around the tabl€'s edges. One bowl! held blood, a
deep maroon shading toward black asit coagulated. An ancient glass retort bubbled over aninvisble
flame while a dozen black candles and another half-dozen red candles provided eighteen dancing tears of
shimmering light, casting fantastic shadows upon the red satin drapes that covered the back and side
wallsof the djevo.

At the center of the dtar, wrapped in awhorl of scarlet silk, was aredlistic drawing of a nude woman
performing an obscene act with a crucifix—my money was on it being a representation of the vile
Marinette Bois-Cheche. Her face was turned away so that her features were obscured. And the crimson
clothit nested inwas adress.

Perhaps The Dress.
The onethat the Whore of Babylon would put on when the sun turned black, the moon turned to
blood, and the stars began to fal likerain.

But that wasn't what caused my kneesto go al rubbery and hungry motes of darkness to gather at
the edges of my vision. Two photographs were displayed across from each other, the left one elevated to
be ascendant, and the one on the right positioned upside-down and in descendant mode. A photo of a



gray man wearing agray suit held no specid significance other than the fact that someone had drawn a
military helmet over his head and medas on his chest with aballpoint pen. On the other Sdewas an
inverted wedding photo that had been torn in haf, lengthways, and then scotch-taped back together.

A very familiar wedding picture.
The same balpoint pen used on the other photograph had blacked out Jenny's eyes and mouth and

drawn fangsthat protruded cartoon like from my lips. An " X" was degply marked into the center of my
chest.

A blacknessrose up ingde me and | leaned againgt the table, the stink of shriveled blood rising
toward my facelike foul incense.

What was | supposed to do? | was just one man!

Something had stirred the dead to leave their graves and seek me out by night. Something was
mounting a psychic attack that affected my perceptionsin the form of the ghost of my dead wife. Vodoun
magicks were being invoked in the name of the Loawho ruled the redms of achemy, the forge, and the
military. The government—or some "aspect” of the government—was making alist and checking it twice.
No doubtsin my mind whether it was naughty or nice.

End of the world prophecies and an ancient demoness who was the mother of monsters.

In retrogpect, the fact that vampire enforcers were in town and Erzsébet Béthory wasinvolved
seemed aminor annoyance; we were aready at Defcon Four.

Except . . .

Oh, God.

If Marinette Bois-Chéche could be amanifestation of the Whore of Babylon . . .
Then why not my great, great-times-great grandmother, Erzsébet-the-Hun?

How could | thwart the schemes of an ancient vampire who commanded the undead might of the
entire East Coast and God knew what biotoxic witches brews in this high-tech chamber of horrors? Even
Draculahad goneto ground for fear of her power. And I knew Pagel ovitch wouldn't risk the lives—or
unlives—of his enclave over some fortune-teller's haf-baked prediction or my questionable, fevered
dreams.

It was way past time to leave town.
But where could | go if Erzsébet Bois-Cheche ended up destroying the world?

| thought about demolishing the dtar, but they would only put up another one. And know that
someone had penetrated security. | pushed away from the table and turned to leave.

Then turned back.

Screw the eement of surprise—it wasanilluson of security that | no longer had! | grabbed dl three
pictures and tucked them into my shirt pocket. As| did, | felt thelittle gris-gris packet that Mama Samm
had given me. Ti-bon-ange. | reached for a candle but hesitated as sounds reached my ears from the
candldit hallway. | dove benesth the dtar.

Moments later two men and three women entered the peristil, leading agoat. Crouching under the
table, | could see the goat better than | could see the people. The women wore loose sack dresses and
were barefoot and barelegged. The men wore loose shirts and pants with the legs cut off at mid calf.
They were barefoot aswell.

Imports, | guessed; not locals. While VVodoun doesn't hang out ashingle or erect well-lit sgnslike
most churches, they tend to be known within certain circlesin their neighborhood. | had checked into
those circles during my past haf-year of residency and hadn't heard athing about this sort of going on.
Béthory probably recruited them in New Orleans. Or maybe even Haiti. Thiswasno
Entertain-the-Tourists shtick so E.B. probably spared no expensein acquiring the Real Ded rather than
apprentice wannabes.



The goat was tethered to the great post while one of the men squatted at the outer edge of the dance
floor and began beating adrum. | was no expert but | had done enough research to recognize that
someone was Setting up to raise a Baka, apossessive spirit. Not aritua for the squeamish or faint of
heart under the best of circumstances.

All things considered, these were not the best of circumstances.

The women began to dance, bare feet shuffling aong the packed earthen floor. They would be the
mambos or hounsis. The men—they would be hougans—began to chant.

The language wasn't a French variant like some of the invocations | had run acrossin my research. It
was more likely some African didect like Y oruban, so | couldn't even take awild guess here.

| changed my mind, watching the hougan as he poured a pattern of cornmeal and salt onto the dance
floor, arust-stained machete at his sde. Thisonewas morelikely a sorcerer—a bokor or caplata. This
was more than Rada or even Petro worship. With Marinette Bois-Chéche invoked and what appeared
to be the pending sacrifice of ablack goat we were serioudy into the rellm of "L eft-handed V oodoo,”
probably avariant of the Bizango or even the Cochon Gris. Although the Ogou pantheon weighted
heavily toward the realms of power and military might, it would not evoke such adark and loathsome
aspect unless black magic and sorcery wereinvoked &t its core.

Lucky me: | had afront-row seat for the next session of Let's Open The Gates Of Darkness And
See What Comes Out.

Asthe chanting grew louder and more ins stent, the room suddenly grew cold and agust of wind
came out of nowhere, causing the candle flamesto gutter like terrified spirits.

Maybe it was nothing more than the air conditioner cuttingon. . .
A greater core of darkness began to unfold in the twilight at the room's center.

Who was | kidding? The only way thiswas going to get any worse was to add vampires to the mix.
Asthe bokor approached the goat with a machete and abowl, the wind intensified, extinguishing the
candles as neetly asif someone had flipped alight switch.

My aborted vision shifted over into the infrared spectrum and | orientated on the red-and-yellow
blob that represented the goat's body hest.

That wasit.

| looked around the rest of the room and only saw darkness. With agreater stain of darkness
growing toward the goat like a hungry thing. There were no heet Sgnaturesfor the bokor, the hougan or
the mambos. Bdatedly | redized that someone had added vampires to the mix: voodoo for the undead!

Givemethat old timereligion. . .

Once the goat was dead and started to cool, my reduced-heat signature would become more
noticeable in the darkness. And even if | remained hidden throughout this morbid and messy mass, there
was gill atimefactor: if | wastrapped down here for too much longer, | wouldn't have enough time to
get back home before sunrise.

| didn't fancy spending another twelve-plus hours on the premises.

The chanting was extremely loud and strident now so it covered the sounds of the new arrivals.
Gradudly | became aware of anew voice, chanting in counterpoint.

Whereas the Vodoun invocation was in an unknown tongue, the new voice was uttering
pronouncementsin avery different language. | couldn't distinguish more than aword or three: it was
Greek to me—inthe most litera sense.

Another light source entered the room. Or two, actually. One was shaped like the outline of aman,
shimmering like achromatic rainbow in an oil dick, the black slhouette of aperson at its center. The
other was agiant scul pture of pae blue radiance, like aglow-in-the-dark plaster statue of asaint. Only
this statue was larger than aman and appeared to duck its head asit entered the room.



Theorigina chanting died away.
The goat bleated.

Someone took aflash picture and the room was rocked with ablast of light and heet that flung me
againg the back wall of the djevo and trested me to a planetarium show behind my fluttering eyelids.

* % %
| awoketo the smdl of smoke.

| couldn't have been out for more than a minute or two, but the red drapes surrounding the dtar were
aready shading to orange and yellow astendrils of flame nibbled at their edges. | crawled out from under
the table and saw in the growing glow of the flamesthat | wasaone.

The goat was gone, rope and al. Five mounds of ash, one of them partidly flattened by atoppled
drum, marked the former positions of the VVodoun congregants. The e ements adorning the altar had been
swept to the floor and scattered, the kewpie dolls unfettered and unpinned.

So much for keeping the security breach hush-hush.

| patted my shirt pocket as| staggered down the corridor. | still had the pictures. Maybe destroying
the altar wasn't such abad idea after dl. Asl memory-wiped Reginad on the way out, | gave some
condderation to reexamining my spiritud life. Maybe it wastimeto get religion.

Beforerdigion got me.

Chapter Eleven

My wife was just as obedient in degth as she had beenin life: when | returned to the car she wasn't
there.

Something else was: the odor settled over me as soon as | closed the door and buckled on my
shoulder harness. It smelled of wet leaves and musty attics—afar cry from the rotted perfume of my
three previous supplicants. | looked in the rearview mirror but the backseat appeared to be empty.

A wispy voice spoke behind me: "Y ou're him, aintcha? That Baron fella?"
| swalowed. It didn't help. "Actudly, I'm not.”

A pair of ancient eyes gppeared at the top of my seat in the mirror: he was behind me, crouching on
thefloor. "Sureyou are. That old juju woman saysyou are. And you got the Shine. | kin seeit mysdf." A
pair of eyesand anosewasal | could see without turning around. A saggy, billed woolen cap of faded
blue covered the top of his head.

A soldier's cap.

A Union soldier's cap.

Circamiddle 1800s.

"'She say's you got some neezia or sumpin.”

| Sghed. "What can | do for you, son?"

"The captain sends his regards and wants to know what you intend to do about the incursion of the



enamy.
| wastired and my skin was starting to itch and burn again. | closed my eyes and pinched the bridge
of my nose. "Which ones?'

"Why—all of 'em, | guess. Them long-tooths, the carpetbaggers, the gray men.”

"Carpetbaggers?’ | turned around—or tried but found mysalf hampered by the shoulder harness.
"You dont tak likeaY ankee soldier, boy."

"Guess | ain't no Y ankee soldier no more." His voice was soft and sad, awhispery, ghostlike sound
lessredl than the pae flesh crouching behind me. "Were dl not what we were anymore.”

"You-dl being . . . who?'

"Twenty-third Infantry down out of lowaand a bunch of Johnny Rebs from Colond Harrison's
Fortieth Louisana Cavary. We mixed it up herein thewinter of—" he paused asif searching through
tattered memories, "—'63. Cut each other up pretty good. Then somebody up and shot that nigra
woman. Probably an accident. Nobody knows which side and it don't matter. She cursed both sides
afore she died and pinned our souls herein the swvamp wherewe fell.”

"Here?" | asked, looking over the BioWeb complex of buildings.

"They drained the swamps 'bout near fifty year ago. Found some of us then and moved those remains
to theloca cemeteries and museum. Dug some more of us up abouit five year back when they built this
abomination. Dug up some dragon bones, too."

"Dragon bones?"

"Captain callsit afossl. Saysit died milyunsa years ago o its bones have turned to rock. They
never tol' nobody, they just put it back alongst with those of us they found. Why would they do thet?
Deny asoldier hisrelease and find ticket home?"

| shook my head. "There are laws that would have guaranteed your final interment and rest, soldier.
But the people who built this place are alawless band. They only usethe lawsthat will servetheir
purposes and ignore the rest. It was more important to them to finish construction on schedule than to
honor the dead.”

| saw him nod in the rearview mirror. "So other'n that little bit of excitement, the rest of us been lyin'
under thesIt and clay just talkin' amongst ourselves these past hundert-and-fifty-some year, figurin' out
what's what and what's not.

"And lissenin' to the plans of the gray men," he added with some heat. "It an't right!"
"The Confederates?'

"Naw, we dl the same now: dead men, soldiers, patriots. Thisisas much my land astheirs now and
we all salute the sameflag. Hell, we been together so long we even talk the same. The captain wore the
gray but | take my orders from him now as he's the ranking officer on post. He's the one what sent me as
I'm the most presentable so far.”

"But you said the gray men'."
"The enemy. They il breathe but they soulsisal dead and gray insde. They the enemy. They alied

themsalves with the long-tooths and now they plot the deaths of millions. The gray men would destroy
everything weve shed our blood for.”

"The Civil War?'

"All of 'em! Revolutionary, 1812, Tween the States, WW Oneand Two.. . ."

| unfastened my shoulder harness. "Tell me about the gray men. What are their plans?’

There was adigtant ululation. "Cock's crow: | caint stay. Come back tamorrow night and well meet
agn."

"l don't know that I'll be able—"

"Ther€ll be acotillion. Come out the west Sde and walk down to the pond. The captain will meet



with you there"

The door opened and the dome light revealed a human caricature that was half flesh, half denuded
bone, wrapped in rags. It flopped out and dammed the door shut behind it. Asit galloped across the
parking lot, flapping like laundry on alinein ahigh wind, | could only make out thin sticks where
fleshed-out arms and legs should be.

No one was homewhen | returned: no ghostly wife, no Deirdre, no vampire watchdogs. If the dead
had come looking for me, they had long since | eft as the sky was starting to lighten in the east. Maybe
they didn't care for the weather. Even though the sky was relatively clear, acold front had moved in
during the night dropping the temperature fifteen to twenty degrees.

| reset the darm system, then turned it off so Deirdre wouldn't trigger it when shereturned. Then |
wandered back into my study before retiring for the morning.

The bookshelves had been sampled, the texts and tomes still grouped by subject but dightly out of
the order | normally kept them in. Over on the desk, ayellow legal pad was skewed between the
computer and a couple of unshelved books. | picked it up and considered Deirdre's neat notations as|
wandered back into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator.

There should have been three or four blood packs |eft over from the box | had brought home last
month. | usualy needed a single bag every week to ten daysto stop my stomach from cannibdizing itsdlf.
Inapinch, | could go without—for how long? The last time | had quit, cold turkey, | had managed to last
two and ahaf weeks while going through the most agonizing versions of the Two-Stage process | had
ever experienced.

Stage One: you're afraid you're going to die.

Stage Two: you're afraid you're not going to die.

While| had serious reservations about getting the crimson monkey off my back | was determined to
keep my need in check. Except for periods of stressor injury, 1'd been ableto limit my intake of
hemoglobin on aconsstent basis.

Until now.

Still, there should have been enough O-positive in the fridge to see me through a couple of weeksin
the best of times, a couple of days during the worst.
But there was nothing. And | wasn't sure | could last until sundown.

| picked up a shrink-wrapped Styrofoam tray of raw hamburger and popped the plagtic at the
corner. Tilted and Spped the watery run-off. Eemwww.

Disgudting.

| parted the curtains and peered out the kitchen window. | could see the bayou in the ambient,
predawn light, its black waters restive againgt the gray bank of grass at the end of my backyard. |
caculated the time it would take to drive to the blood bank, use my passkey to boost another carton,
and return home. | could do it without risking my life but the morning sun would likely negate any good a
fresh pack of blood might provide.

Suck it up, Csdjthe, | told mysdlf. Y ou can last another day.

Under normal circumstances, | reminded mysdlf, starting up the sairs. But even adjusting for
spending the past year and a half in the Outer Limits, there was nothing "norma™ about the past few days
of my unlife

Takethe cast of charactersthat had joined my one-man traveling show of late.

Miguel de Cervanteswrote: "Tell me what company thou keepst, and I'll tell thee what thou art.” |
wondered what Mike would make of my ongoing associations with vampires, corpses, and aghost.

Widl, "maybe’ on the ghogt.



Maybe | could scratch ghost/wife off my dramatis personae.
Maybe dong with werewolf/girlfriend.

Samud Johnson advised that aman "should keep his friendshipsin constant repair” and wrote that
"true happiness congsts not in the multitude of friends, but in their worth and choice.”

Obvioudy, | needed alot of work on both counts.

Likethe guy in that Barry Manilow song, | was "standing at the end of along, londly road” and was
"waiting for some new friendsto come. . ."

It suddenly occurred to methat if | wasidentifying with Manilow songsit was long past timeto pull
the plug.

| kicked my shoes off and flopped on the bed. The names on Deirdre'slegd pad reminded methat |
could be surrounded by far worse than | had right now.

Erzsébet Béthory had acquired ajolly group of sadists and psychopathsin her unholy hobbies. With
friendslike hers, the dead and the undead didn't seem like such agreat social burden.

After the influence of some of her bent and twisted relatives at an early age, there was her old nurse,
Iloona Joo—referred to as "Helena Jo" in some texts. She seemed to be involved in Erzsébet's practice
of thedark artsand her sadistic inclinations early on.

Dorthea Szentes, an old maid who claimed to be a practicing witch, instructed her in the disciplines of
black magic. While Dorthea—affectionately called "Dorka'—didn't start out teaching torture asa
technique of witchcraft, she eventudly became an enthusiagtic participant.

Erzsébet had enjoyed a succession of lovers from ayoung age, and marriage to Count Ferencz
Nadasdy, the "Black Hero of Hungary," did not hamper her sexual appetitesfor variety as he spent a
great ded of time away from home on military campaigns. Two of her paramours are worthy of note. The
first was an unnamed stranger, described by contemporary accounts as being dim, pae, and possessing
sharp teeth. The villagerstook him for avampire. Both Erzsébet and her mysterious lover disappeared
for sometime. She eventualy resppeared. He did not.

Thus gossi p—and probably nothing more than that—linked the Draculaand Béthory clansagain,
abeit briefly.

Her other notorious liaison was with her maid, Anna Darvula, reputed to be "one of the most active
sadigsin Erzséhet's entourage.” A stroke eventudly left Darvulablind and severdly incapacitated, so she
had to passthe torch (asit were) to the other pervertsin Castle Csdjthe. Thislist included the dwarf
majordomo, Johannes Ujvary, aso caled Thorko and referred to as Ficzko (which meanslad” in
Hungarian) in Erzsebet's journas, adrunken peasant woman named Kardoska who helped obtain girls
for the countess saditic pleasures, and Katarina Beneczky, about whom little is known other than the
fact that she was the only one found "innocent” in the subsequent trials and released.

Erzs Mgorovaamost escaped punishment, aswel. She cameinto the sory after Anna Darvulawas
forced into retirement and was said to be responsible for Erzsébet's eventua downfal by pushing the
"noble blood is more potent than peasant blood" theory. She wasn't around for the first tria but they
eventually caught up with her and she was beheaded after asecond trid.

Thorko was beheaded, too. Extra precautions were taken: the sword used in the beheading was
"blessed,” the blood was drained from his body, and then his body was burned aong with the bodies of
his cohorts.

Iloona Joo and Dorthea Szentes were given even harsher trestment. Both were sentenced to having
al thefingers on their hands—which had "dipped in the blood of Christians'—torn out, one by one, by
the public executioner with a pair of red-hot pincers. After that was accomplished, their bodies wereto
be thrown dive on thefire,

Mercifully (if that word should even be gpplied here) the old nurse fainted after only four fingerswere
extracted. She was thrown unconsciousinto the fire. Likewise Dorthea Szentes, dl fingersintact, who



had fainted in the presence of Iloona Joo's torture. Justice gone soft, | suppose.
AnnaDarvuladied well beforethe trid so her punishment was doubtless taken to a higher court.

One hoped, anyway.
The concepts of justice, good, and even God were starting to dim in my mind like fading memories of
playing in the sun. Wasit because the virus was starting to color my thinking? Or was | findly more

cognizant of the greater darknessthat surrounds usal?
* * %

There are dreamsthat come with al the clarity of being adream but that does not make them less
terrible,

| walk into the castle's courtyard and believe the dream itsdlf to be as monochrome asthe old
photographsin the trunksin my grandfather's attic. The walls and outbuildings, the keep, and especialy
the great, brooding tower are al constructed of black stone, quarried from the Carpathian mountains that
encroach on theland like dark dreams made manifest. The sky is nearly as black; dark, swollen clouds
block the weak winter sun and are dense with the wanton power of a gathering sorm.

The architecture is harsh and brutdl; theicy windsthat blast down the mountain passes, even more
0. Only the gentle dopes of drifting snow add any touch of softnessto the iron-edged tableau.

The naked girl sumbles, falling to her hands and knees, sinking up to her ebows and haunchesin the
frigid bank of whiteness. Her skin, as white as the snow she wallows through, is marked by purple
splotches of bruise, mauve stripes of whip marks and cuttings, brick-red punctures that weep scarlet
tears: thefirst hint of color in the black and white and gray landscape. She strugglesto her feet and | see
her clearly now: young and yet old before her time, her malnourished and abused body could be fifteen
or nineteen.

It will never betwenty.

The dwarf cracks a short whip behind her, driving her forward and across the courtyard. Toward the
gresat, black iron cauldron.

An hour ago the fire beneath it had burned brightly, the water within bubbled merrily. Now thefireis
banked, only awisp of smoke suggestsits previous existence; the water insdeis aready dushy withice.

Two women move to the cauldron and dip bucketsinto its stew of water and ice. Like the dwarf,
they are well wrapped againgt the piercing cold.

Their prey can only shidd hersdlf with blistered hands.

The women step forward and fling the contents of their pails asthe girl triesto change direction. The
water breaks over her like awave, plastering her dark hair againgt her shockingly pale skin, duicing her
wounds so that they weep pink, washing away the last vestiges of warmth from her goose-dimpled flesh.
She dipsand fals upon her back, disappearing in the degp snow. She does not get up and the women
turn back to the cauldron.

"This unnecessary crudty will be your undoing, Betya," saysafamiliar voice.
| turn my face up to awindow in the great tower. Even though they are hundreds of feet away, | can
hear them over the howl of the winter wind asif | stand in the chamber, beside them.

"You are afine oneto lecture me, Old Dragon. Y our atrocities were the excesses of legend a
hundred years ago and time has done nothing to redeem your reputation.”

"My so-called 'atrocities were acts of war. Against superior forces. If | had not struck terror in the
hearts of my enemies, Walachiawould have been overrun.”

She dismisses hisargument with ashrug. "Did any of it redly matter? The Turks are everywhere,
now. | barely see my husband because heis aways off fighting the Ottomans. On the battlefield,” she
addsarchly. "l seemto recall certain events that were closer to home. Ambassadors at court and the use
of nails, the poor locked up in burning buildings, forced cannibaism—"



"One's enemies are not confined to the battlefields, Betya”
"l know. Oft they can be found in the bedroom," she sayswith ared smile.

Down below, the two women raise the naked girl to her feet. A third woman joins them and helpsthe
dwarf douse the pale, limp form with more buckets of water.

"Inyour bedroom, my dear, everyoneisthe enemy.”
"Not so, dearest Vladimir. Unlike you, | do not fear those | take to my bed. | love them.”

"To death," he agrees. "But they fear and hate you so that makes you the enemy. It makes your own
bed a battleground.”

"Oh please! Y ou seduce your lovers with mind control and pretend they cometo you of their own
freewill. Y ou are such aposeur!"

"I do not torture them, Betya. | do not make new enemies when thereis no need. As voivode, |
served ahigher cause than my own vanity. What do such crudties serve here?!

The women release the girl and she now stands unsupported, her white flesh touched with a
trand ucent blue sheen. The water has formed atransparent cast over her features, the mouth frozen open
inaslent scream, the eyes dark and empty like piss holesin the snow, the woundslike jeweled
adornments of rubies and tourmaine. Anice sculpture of torment frozenintime.

"| serve The Darknessingde me, my prince. | must feed it or it will surely devour me. Asit would
devour all of my bloodline. We are bound to its dark service."

"Y ou serve the witch, Betya Shewill betray you. Shewill betray you al.”
The countess laughs. "Does she frighten you, my lord? Y ou of dl people?’
"Y ou should kill her," he growls, "before she can make her power over you complete!”

| turn away and stumble into the extended arms of another young woman, her face amask of frozen
blood, her embrace the iron bands of winter. Cold limbs leech the warmth from my sdesand | fdll
againg the ice shelf of her bosom. I try to push away but my hands can't find purchase on the downhill
dopes of shoulder and hip. | twist away and am drenched with another bucketful of icy water . . .

... lcy swedt. | pulled at acold arm and disentangled mysdlf from her flaccid embrace.

Deirdre stirred and murmured something, lost in her own crimson dreams. | did from my bed and
pulled a sheet over to cover her snowy nakedness. Then staggered down the hall to the guest bedroom,
shedding the clothes | had fallen adeep in earlier that morning.

| crawled into the empty bed.
Stopped and then got back up.
Went to the door.

Locked it.

Staggered back to the alien sheets.

And did into ahazed and confused dumber where | crawled through a dreamscape of parched
desert sands and over dunes of ground glass.

At some point the dream changed and | had become Quasimodo, perched precarioudy on the castle
ramparts.

A mob stormsthe walls with scaling ladders while a semi-organized phalanx shoulders a gresat log
and usesit as abattering ram.

"Sanctuary!" | shout down at them, "sanctuary!” | can barely hear mysdlf over the noise. The bells
pedl in the bell tower above me while the pounding against the great gate below grows louder and louder.

"Leavemedone!” | cry. "Go away!"

But they won't go away. | will haveto kill them to make them stop coming after me.



And, God help me, that isno longer aguarantee.
| opened my eyesto see Deirdre bending over me.

The doorbell continued to chime and the pounding on the front door reverberated throughout the
whole house.

"Someone's at the door,” she said.

| groaned. "Thank you, Lucas Buck."

"What?' Shewas gill naked.

"Never mind." | sat up and felt something dosh insgde my brainpan.

"Why are you in my room?" she asked.

"Why wereyou in mine?'

"Send whoever isdowngtairs away and | will show you," she answered lascivioudy.

"OhGod..." | groaned my way off the edge of the bed and up and onto my feet. | ssumbled back
into my pants and fumbled into my shirt on the way down the stairs. Heedless of the afternoon sun, |
yanked the front door open.

She was puitting her full—if not particularly consderable—weight into her pounding. When the door
gave way, so did she. | ended up on the floor with the diminutive woman sprawled across my |ap.

"Detective Ruiz," | observed. "'l see you favor the Lady Shaft line of faux leather trench coats. To
what do | owethis. . . pleasure?'

She scrambled back onto her feet. Behind her, out on my doorstep, Detective Murray smiled affably.
| thought about lending him one of my hats: the little Tyrolean number he was sporting today was
especidly hideous.

"The 'long arm of thelaw' is meant to be afigure of speech, Captain,” | continued, Sarting the
process of finding my own way back up. Murray extended along arm of his own and grasped my hand. |
wasgandinginnotime.

"I'm il alieutenant, Mr. Ham."

"Please, let's not stand on formdlities, Detective. Just cal me'skd.' "
"Y ou took along time to answer the door, Haim," she said finally.
"Thisisthe middle of the night for me, maam."

"We were making enough noise to wake the dead.” Her eyeslit up when she saw that that phrase
dide under my skin.

"Why don't you just mace me and get it over with?" | asked with a scowl.

Murray cleared histhroat. "Dorcas. . ."

| looked at Ruiz. "Dorcas?’

"We wanted to ask you afew more questions,” she said hurriedly.

"Always happy to assst the police,” | said, "but your tone suggests | may want to consult alawyer.”

"All weredly want to do is have your permission to look around your property,” Murray continued in
arare burst of verbosity.

"The grounds or insde my house?' | asked.
"Doesit matter?" Ruiz wanted to know.

"A dead body was found in the woods adjacent to my front yard. The murderer may have | ft
evidencein the vicinity and there's aways the possibility that some of it ended up over the property line.
I'd certainly look around if | wereyou."

"Thenyou—"

My face hardened. "But the only reason to look around the insde of my houseisif I'm considered to



be a suspect.” | gestured out the door. "Be my guest, tromp around my yard, crawl through my bushes,
go around back and wade in the bayou. But you'll need awarrant if you want to comeinto my house."

"Something indde you don't want usto see?’

| stared down at her. "1 have company right now. Y ou're interrupting.” | cocked an eyebrow.
She glared back up a me. "A lady friend?"

"Ever hear of 'don't ask, don't tel|"?"

Murray started humming the theme from The Flintstones.

"Depends,” Ruiz said, "on whether your ‘company’ isdive or dead.”

| struggled to keep my expresson neutrd.

"Oh shit," said Murray. He waslooking down into the flower bed beside my porch.
Weall looked.

Between the impatiens and the cregping phlox was aridge of white toadstools.
Then | saw that they werent fivelittle toadstoolsin arow: They weretoes.

* * %

Curtis"Pops' Berry didn't look like alawyer. Unless you were thinking of alawyer from the 1800s
who was taking aweek off to go camping. His graying hair looked as though held missed his barber's
appointment two monthsin arow and his beard hadn't seen apair of scissorsin two years. Asusua, he
was wearing atee shirt, blue jeans and work boots. The tee shirt was emblazoned with the message:
"Jesus Is Coming!" in bold red | ettering. Benesth this platitude, in smaller, gold typeface was the
addendum: "And boy isHe pissed!"

He hadn't felt it necessary to don hisdenim ("working") blazer, he explained, snce | was being
released without bail, without even an arraignment. Apparently my whereabouts were fully checked out
and accounted for during the period of time that Kandi Fenoli had once again disappeared from the
morgue. My dibi appeared airtight.

It took Pops alittle longer to get my hat and sunglasses out of lockup than it did to spring Y ours
Truly. He handed them to me before escorting me out into the late-afternoon daylight.

Outside the sky was heavily overcast and it looked about three hours later than it really was. | kept
the hat and sunglasses on: clouds don't mean diddley when it comesto UV radiation.

"They did aquick search of your house," Pops said as he shepherded me across the street and fished
for theremotein his pocket.

"They what?"

"Detective Ruiz is citing 'probable cause.” Says you dluded to a potentia accomplicein the house. |
say it's pretty damn weak even if there had been another party present and you may have groundsfor a
lawsuit." He found the remote and a purple Lexus chirped arow away from us. Pops liked comfortable
things—clothes or cars, cost wasn't the determining factor.

"Did they trash the place?’

"Nope. Checked it out, myself, on the way over. They just looked around enough to ascertain that
no one elsewasinsde. Therea damage would seem to be to Detective Ruiz's ego: she saysyou
deliberately set her up.”

"l don't think I've seen the last of Dorcas."

We opened the doors and did in, buckling up.

"Now that were out of earshot | want to ask you the same question they did, and remind you that
anything you say will fal under the umbrella of lavyer-client privilege." He started the engine and
navigated us back out into traffic as afew random drops began to kamikaze against the windshield.

| Sghed. "I know: do | have any enemies? Any enemieswho would replant a corpse right next to my



front door?'

"Son, I've seen alot of weird shit during my life—especidly thelast five years—and | don't think
anything would totaly surprise me anymore." He looked at me sidewise. ™Y ou may be kegping acouple
of surprises from me and that's okay—I have a sense about most people and | won't abide a crooked
client. Y ou may have a couple of kinksin your closet but I don't read you for anything crooked. But |
can't help you unless| know what kind of trouble you'reredly in.

" Speaking of which, you want to stop by the emergency room on the way home? Y ou look like hell
onroller skates!"

We stopped by the blood bank instead. My "medical condition™ isjust vague enough to most people
for them to accept that | salf-medicate and require occasiond infusions of whole blood. Being owner of
the blood bank and having dl kinds of officid-looking paperwork was sufficient to have mein and back
out the door in five minutes. | wouldn't have to come back after closing with my passkey.

"Looks like you have awe coming committee,” Pops observed as we motored up my driveway.

Theresa-call-me-Terry was Sitting on my front step.

* % %

"Two dead bodies were found on your property,” she said as| tried to keep her from noticing the
blood labding on the box | was diding into the refrigerator.

"Just one, actudly,” | said, trying to figure out how soon | could get her into acab so | could tear
through a packet of blood. "They found the same onetwice." | filled a pan with water and set it on the
stove to heat up.

"Redly?' she said, eyes opening wide.

Oops—not thinking clearly at al!
"It'scomplicated,” | said. "Look, Theresa—"
"CdlmeT.""

"—I've had aredly rough day and I'm not fegling too well—"
"Isthat why you brought home that blood from the blood bank?*
"—and | need to go to bed. Please go home."

She stared at me, daring me for an explanation.

| stared back, gearing up to erase her memory of thelast ten minutes. Thetrick wasto be precise
enough o that she didn't end up wondering how she suddenly ended up herein thefirst place.

The telephone rang. The answering machine picked and went into its "leave amessage” spid.
"After thiscdl, I'm cdling you acab.”
Terry-cal-me-T cocked her head to the side and studied me asif | had spoken in tongues.

"Sam?' Chalicgsvoice. Interesting: we were on afirsg-name basis, now. "I'm il at the lab. I'm sorry
| haven't called sooner but I've stayed over and run every test | can think of on your blood and—and—I
don't know what to say!"

| looked a my uninvited guest, whose attention had shifted to the answering machine: Uh-oh.

| dodged toward the telephone as Chalice said: "I never would have believed your story about
vampires and werewolvesif | hadn't been responsible for the results, myself. Y our blood—"

| snatched up thereceiver. "Chdice, I'm here."

"Sam! Thisisincredible!”

Unfortunately, answering the phone did not immediately disconnect the answering machine: both of
our voices were now amplified through the little spesker, producing squedly feedback.

"Weve got to bring other researchersin on thigl"



"No!" | said, looking back at Terry-call-me-T. "And | can't talk right now."

"But the genetic mutationsin your hemoglobin, your DNA—you may bethe key to al of our
research projects The more people we bring in on this—"

" Absolutely not!" | pushed, straining sub-vocasto impress my point. "You cannot tell anyone
esel”

"I won't," she said, the pout evident in her voice. "But running samples through the andyzersand
sequencersis aguarantee that someone is going to notice sooner or later.”

Shit! "I cannot stressthis enough, Chalice: no one dsemust find out! 1t could well meanmy lifel”

"What about my life? If you bit me would my blood—"

"I can't talk right now!" | dammed the receiver down and leaned over the machine with my back to
My precocious eavesdropper.

"How about if you bit me?"' she said after amoment.

"Nobody's biting anybody here." | turned around. "And you are going home."

"AmI?'

"Yes. Look into my eyes."

Shelooked. "Oh, | see. Y ou're going to hypnotize me—use mind control. Like you did with Rod."
She positively beamed. "Was| right about you or what?"

"It doesn't matter," | said. "Because you won't remember any of this. Inamoment you'll be leaving.
Y ou won't remember anything about coming here. Y ou won't remember anything you heard or saw. Y ou
won't ever have the urge to come back and visit my house.” | hesitated. "And you will go to the
Regidrar's office tomorrow and drop my class.”

She turned away from me and walked back into the kitchen. | heard the clack of the stove burner as
sheturned it off and then the sound of adrawer opening. She returned with a paring knife.

"Y ou know what?' she said with abright and chipper tone, "you're the one who's getting deepy. You
can hardly keep your eyes open. Y ou don't need that warmed-over stale plasma. Y ou want the real dedl,
fresh and hot from the heart." She drew the blade across her forearm, and rivulets of red welled up inits
wake. She extended the arm (the flow, the feast!) toward me as an offering.

| took astep, staggering. "No," | said. "Let megetyou. .. some. . . bandages,”" | whispered. The
world faded around me, Terry receded. Thearmwas al that was |eft. The ribbon of life, precious
life—flowing, cregting, surging!

"Helo," said avoice from the sairway. " Are we having company?'

| forced my eyes away from the blood (the blood, yes, the blood) and looked over at Deirdre who
was drifting down to thefirst floor. She yawned, putting three-quarter-inch fangs on display. "Planning on
darting without me?"

Terry'seyes had grown large. "Coool!" she said.



Chapter Twelve

"I'm not hungry!" Deirdre pouted as | dragged her up the stairs and into the guest bedroom.
"Fing" | sad. "But youredtill coming. | need adate.
"You don't need adate. You just don't trust meto stay here with her!™

"Thisisone of those socid/charity/fundraiser thingies™ | continued, ignoring her, "and you need to
dressnice”

"You need to lie down and rest,” sheretorted. "After dl that you've been through, you should belying
on the couch with those two blood packs in your arm instead of hers. Better yet, you should have taken
her up on her offer! Y ou need fresh blood and she's done everything short of forcing it down your
throat.”

"I'm going to run through the shower and change. Be ready when | get back.”

| stalked into my bedroom but |eft the door open—Ilike | realy had any chance of monitoring the
garswhile | was back in the master bathroom. If Deirdre snuck downstairs while | wasin the shower,
well ...

| should have just stayed out of it. Theresawas safer when she just had Rod to shove her around.
Damn! | hadn't planned on attending BioWeb's Halloween socid do but Theresaneeded to lie down for
acouple of hourswhile her blood loss was replenished and | didn't trust Deirdre—or myself, for that
meatter—to stay here while she was so enamored of the idea of being somebody's entrée.

| started the hot water and then felt my jawline so seeif | needed ashave, yet. It had been aweek or
so since | had last applied the razor and | imagined that | wasjust about due: My screwy metabolism
hadn't put my folliclesinto atotal state of stasisbut it now took me about five daysto get afive o'clock
shadow. | was thinking about growing abeard: When your reflection in the mirror starts playing
hide-and-seek, shaving isabitch.

On the other hand, beards have to be trimmed and apair of scissors might well prove more
chdlenging than arazor.

| hurriedly lathered up and raised the tri-part blade. Closing my eyes, | tried to invoke aZen-like
date: my face and the razor are one, my face and the razor—

The razor disappeared from my fingers. "Here, let me help you with that." | opened my eyesas
Deirdre turned me away from the sink and tilted my chin up.

"l don't understand you," she said as she scraped lather and stubble from the sides of my face. |
started to open my mouth but she pushed up on my chin. "No, don't talk. Y ou don't have the juice to
gpareif | nick you."

| stared up at the ceiling while she worked her way down to my throat. " She's the perfect donor,”
Deirdre continued. "And shesway beyond willing. Y ou wouldn't need any kind of menta domination
with thisone. Y our mouth on her arm, on her throat—just the thought of it and her nipples are ready to
tear through her bra" Sherinsed the razor in the sink and checked for any missed patches of skin. "You



canrine”
| looked down at her. "Go get ready,” | growled.
Sheleft and | stripped down and jumped into the shower.

| promised mysdlf I'd bein and out in less than five minutes but the hot water felt so good against my
too-cool skinthat | braced hands against the tiles, bowed my head, and |et the warmth work itsway into
my tepid flesh. | nearly jumped as cooler hands came to rest on my shoulder blades.

"The heet is pleasant, isn't it?" Deirdre said.
"Wheat are you doing?"

"The same as you: getting ready. If you'rein such ahurry and don't want to share, | can usethe
downgtairs bathroom—the one just around the corner from your excitable groupie.”

"No!" Morereasonably: "I'll be doneinaminute.”

"I'll wash your back."

"Deirdre. . ."

"And you can wash mine—it'll savetime." She started sogping my shoulders.

| had visions of Lupé arriving home unannounced to find a disheveled co-ed on my couch and a
redhead |athering me up in the shower. The heat from the water seemed to be penetrating too well: | felt
apleasant burning sensation in my solar plexus begin to radiate out toward my extremities.

"If you don't think that she can spareit, why don't you drink from me? | topped off last night."”
"What?' My skin was arting to tingle and a pleasant knot was starting to tighten in my groin.
"Vampire blood, second generation,” she eaborated. "More potent than a homogenized human.”

| wrenched the shower handles so that the water turned suddenly cold. The pleasant knot unravel ed.
"Vampire blood? Deirdre, what happened to Pagel ovitch'swatchdogs last night?*

"| took them out."

"Took them out? Y ou were just supposed to distract them!”

"They got alittle rough. It got out of hand.”

"Out of hand? Pagdlovitch isgoing to be pissed!”

"He's dready pissed. But he's not going to do anything to you unless he runs out of options. I'm a

different matter, but he knows the rules and understands that it is my place to protect you. He won't
punish mefor acting within thelaw.”

"Thelaw," | repeated as| grabbed the shampoo and smeared a dab into my hair.
"Y our ideas of honor and propriety are going to get you killed. And me dong with you."
| wasincredulous. "Y ou feed off of two of Pagelovitch's enforcers—kill them—and tell methat my

refusal to use violenceis going to cause trouble?' The shampoo stung my eyes. | rinsed and groped for
the washcl oth. Encountered something | shouldn't have.

"That'snice. .." shesaid, and sighed. "L ook, it's awolf-eat-wolf world. | don't just disagree with
your refusal to fight your way to the top of the food chain, I'm at atotal loss to understand how you can
turn down the giftsthat are fredly—even fervently—offered.”

| got my eyes cleared and Started sogping my other necessities. "How about this," | tried. "A
masochist and asadist are shipwrecked on adesert ide. The masochist gets down on hiskneesin front
of the sadist and says: 'hit me, beat me, dap me, kick me, abuse me, hurt me!" " | turned and looked at
Derdre, who lifted sudsy mammariesin my direction.

"Biteme," sheinvited.

"And the sadist just looks at him, then crosseshisarms,” | continued, crossing my ams, "and says:
No.'"

Derdre studied my facefor along minute and relinquished her grip. "1 don't get it."



"Y ou see, the masochi st wanted—"

Shewaved her hand. "I get thejoke. | don't get the andlogy.” Her mouth hardened. "Other than the
fact that you're both asadist and a masochist. Do my back." She turned around.

"I think you're puzzled because Theresa seemsto be offering me what | need and appearsto do so
of her own freewill. You want to invoke the consenting adults clause but I'm afraid that just doesn't
wash." | washed my way down to the small of her back.

"Why not? She'sof age. And if it does no one any harm—"

"Who saysit does no harm?"

"Yes, who says?' Shewhirled around so that my hands were suddenly sogping her belly. " You? Who
are you to say?'

| handed her the soap. "Who is she to say?"

"Itsher life

"Nomanisanidand,” | said, stepping out of the shower and snagging atowel off of the rack.

"Donne? Y ou're bringing John Donne into the argument?' She followed me out, dripping water.
Therewas no extratowe!.

"L ook, the concept of the 'victimless crime isan engaging myth,” | said, heading for the linen clost,
"but it just isn't true that ‘what goes on behind closed doors never comes out from behind closed doors.”

"| should have seen thiscoming: yourea'rules person.” She said it in the same tone that some
people reserve for pederasts and |RS agents.

"Even if wewant to break the rules of our society, those rules fill define us.™
Shefollowed me down the hdl. "Isit dways so wrong to defy what defines us?'

| tossed her aclean towel. "Isit so unthinkable that human society must have standards of conduct
for the common good?’

She caught the towe but made no moveto useit. Not even to cover hersdf. "Maybe the ‘common'
good isn't the 'best’ good. Who gets to decide those standards?’

"Hey, | know it gets dicey the moment we try to establish acentra mora authority,” | agreed,
walking back into my bedroom. "But isthe aternative any safer?' | closed the door.

| dried and dressed hurriedly, went back to the bathroom and brushed my teeth, then scurried down
thedairs.

The couch was empty.
| looked around the living room: no Theresa.
Sounds behind me.

| turned and saw Theresa mopping the dining room floor. "I'm afraid the paper towelsdidn't get it
al," shesad.

"What are you doing up?" | asked.

Sheturned those large eyes upon me like deep blue searchlights. "I'm gtill upsetting you. | don't mean
to upset you. | don't want to be abother. . . ." Her eyeswere luminous. "1 want to serve you.”

"Theesa..."
"Cdlme'T.'"

| went to her, took the mop from her hands, and led her back to the couch. "Where are the blood
packets?"

"I put them back in the refrigerator to keep for you. Y our thral said you need more blood—"
"My what?'
"Thrall. That beautiful redheaded creature. Will | transform so beautifully when | become your thrall?"



"Deirdrel” | balowed.

The beautiful redheaded creature came stumbling out of the guest bedroom and hopped to the head
of thedairs. "Yes, O Dark Lord and Master?' Her little black cocktail dress was askew; ablack
high-heded shoe dangled from one hand.

"Never mind."

Shelooked down at us, perched precarioudy on one foot and tugged an errant spaghetti strap into
place. "What isit?'

| sighed and stared at the carpeting between my feet. "Please tell Theresa—"

"T," shewhispered.

"—that youarenot my ... 'thral.""

Deirdre's mouth twisted into alopsided grin. It looked asif she wastrying very hard to not laugh at
oneof us. | wondered which.

"Oh...no..."shesad."l annot his'thrdl,' T."
"Thank you," | said.

"l amhis blood dave," shefinished lascivioudy.
"Derdrel”

"l serve and pleasure himin untold ways!"
"Dammit, Deirdre!™

"Honey, you just lie down and rest for now and let's see how things work out when we get back."
Deirdre turned and bent down to dip on her other shoe. It looked to me as though she was deliberately
presenting her backside and suggesting via body language that | kissit.

T lay back down with asigh asmy "blood dave' waked back to her room with an exaggerated
wiggle. | consulted my watch as | fetched our tickets from the counter between the kitchen and the dining
room. "Were gonnabelate!” | yelled toward the upstairs as | walked back toward the couch.

"Theres—T," | sad. "She—Derdre—wasjust joking with—"
She gazed up at me with those haunted sapphire eyes.
"—you can't—T—oh hell, look into my eyes."

Shedid.

It didn't do any good.

Maybe | was the one having trouble concentrating.

Or maybe she had a psychic immunity to mental domination—Rod notwithstanding. By thetime
Derdre came down the sairs | had given up on getting Theresato do anything viamind control.

Maybe after we got back from the party, | could get her drunk enough to shove into the backseet of
acab.

Or maybe | could just quietly leave town and start all over again somewhere dse.
"Ready?' Deirdre asked, opening the front door.
"Dont invite anyonein whilewere gone," | said over my shoulder as| followed my “thral" outside.

"I think your problem,” Deirdre said quietly as| fumbled for my keys, "isthat you're fill struggling to
defineyour placein human society. What does human society have to do with either of us?'

| sghed as| locked the front door. "Well, one of usis4ill trying to hold onto his humanity.”
"Oneof us," she agreed. "Though it seems a poor excuse to be so judgmental.”

"You say that asif | amand you're not," | argued as we stepped off the front porch. "What makes
you think you're making any less of a'judgment? And," | added, "did you check to seeif the coast was
clear?'



"l did," shesaid. "And you're the one who turns every pleasurable opportunity into aprissy
exploration of the 'just say no' ethic.”

| stopped and grinned at her. "Prissy exploration of the ‘just say no' ethic?' | shook my head at the
thought and then looked around at the doping yard and the car parked afew yards away inthecircle
drive. "I'm surprised the Doman didn't set new sentries around the perimeter.”

"Hedid." Deirdre continued to promenade toward the car, her long, pointy hedl's necessitating a
dower, strolling gait. What waslost in speed was compensated for by the esthetics.

"Hedid what?' | asked, trying to shake off the distraction of the "piston effect” in her locomotion.
"Set more sentries,”" she said casudly, stopping to lean over and adjust one of her shoes.
"What? Where? | thought you checked!”

"l did. And they're out here." She pulled the shoe off and then reached down to adjust the other.
"L ook, that girl offered you fresh blood when you needed it the most. When taking it was not only
logical—and let's not forget pleasurable for you—but would have given her pleasure, aswell. What could
possibly be wrong with that?'

"It would be like having sex with anymphomaniac.” | looked around. No vampireswerein sght.
Ditto on the zombie front.

She put ahand on my shoulder for stability as shefiddled with the other spiked hedl. "Obvioudy, I'm
not getting the point, here."

"Okay, it would be like inviting akleptomaniac over to your house and leaving things out and readily
available while you were conveniently absent.” It wasn't avery good analogy but my mind was more on
the Glock in the glove compartment of my car. "It would be exploiting someone's sickness, someone's
vulnerability, for selfish reasons. Theresais young and inexperienced and impressionable, and she's been
involved with someone who has exploited and manipulated her for his own, selfish ends. I'm not going to
be another reinforcement for her salf-mutilation fantasies.”

The vampire that had been hiding behind my car came vaulting over the hood like a psychotic
jack-in-the-box sans container. Before | could react, Deirdre spun with superhuman speed and swung
both shoes with deadly accuracy. The three-inch stiletto heels nailed him in the throat and chest. She
went down under the impact of hisbody but he was dready crumbling to dust as she hit the ground.

| ran over to help her up.
"And what about me?' she asked as| reached down and took her hand.

"I'myour Sire," | reminded her as| pulled her to her feet, "your so-caled Master. If | would not
vdidate Terry's self-destructive behavior, | certainly wouldn't permit—"

"That's not what | mean,”" she snapped, dipping her shoes back on. "I'm not young and
impressionable. Do you think it symptomeatic of some sort of menta or emotiona aberration when | offer
myself to you?' she added.

Careful, Csdjthe. . .

| glanced up and noticed the second vampire, crouching on the edge of the roof, just ten feet away.
"Would you beterribly offended,” | asked, trying to signd Deirdre by rolling my eyes, "if | wereto say
that | don't fed desirefor you?"

The vamp launched herself but we dodged easily as she came down between us. Deirdre even had
timeto fumble with her purse as this one was turning her attention on me. | backpedaled, trying not to trip
as| leaned away from her taloned grasp.

"I'd be offended that you'd lie to me," Deirdre answered with some heat. She snapped her purse
strap over the vamp's head and jerked the gold chain across our assailant'sthroat. 'Y ou've transformed
enough to know how easily | can read your physica responsss. . . ." She twisted the chain-strap and
pulled her armsin separate directions, tightening the golden loop. " . . . Y our pupils and blood vessels
dilate, your pulse quickens, your breathing degpens, your flesh betrays you through the pores of your



skin, the autonomic reflexes of specific muscle groupd ™
Thevamp wastearing at the fine links, trying to didodge the chain-strap from her windpipe but the
musclesin Deirdre's arms flexed and the golden garrote continued to sink into that undead throat.

"You do desreme!” sheingsted. "But you refuse me just the same!™ A fina yank and the chain
closed itsdeadly circle: the vamp's head popped right off. "At least be honest about it," shefinished,
brushing more ash from her dress.

| grabbed her arm and pulled her toward the car. "Let's go! Before Pagel ovitch sends any more our
way!"

"They weren't Seettle's hounds,”" she said, recovering her shoes. " Our watchdogs are till watching.”

"Then whose werethey?' | did behind the whedl and reached over to unlock the glove compartment.

"Hey, you're the gumshoe," she said, dipping into the passenger sedt. "I'm just aleg bresker."

| dapped the zippered pouch onto the leather upholstery between us and started the engine. "Any
more out there?"

"What do | look like? Miss Cleo? Drive, O Dark Master!"

| growled at her but dammed the gearshift and spun the car around the circle and headed down the
drive a highway speed. Another fanged intruder erupted from the darkness and launched himself across
my hood. He landed with hisface pressed to the windshield, his hands clawing for purchasein our open
sdewindows. | hit the retrofitted wiper controls and twin streams of fluid spurted up and onto the glass
and ghast.

"| think you've thrown arod,”" Deirdre said as smoke began to billow up in front of us.

"Naw, Rod's probably cowering under his bed right now; | don't know thisguy's name." | hit the
brakes and the vampire did back down the hood and fell off the front of the car. A moment later he
popped back up, the white planes of his skull glistening in the headlights where hisface once was.
Deirdre'sfoot ssomped down on top of mine, pressing the gas peda to the floor. A bump and athump
and we were moving again. The smoke had disgppeared with our "hood ornament” but | gavethe
windshield afew more squirts and turned on the wipers.

Deirdre looked back at the smoking vamp on the concrete and then turned and studied the
windshield wipers. "Holy weter in thefluid reservoir?!

| nodded. "Keep it in mind the next time wefill up at afull-service station. And by dl that's holy,
don't get any onyou."

Chapter Thirteen

"I've been waiting for you to invoke Lupé," she said after we had driven some distancein silence.
"Arewedill having this conversation?'

"Whereis she? s she even coming back?' Deirdre stared ahead as though she were searching the
darkness. "I think not. Maybeit's your inability to surrender to your own passionsthat drove her awvay.”



"Y ou don't know what you're talking about,” | said quietly.

"Then please explainit to me! Y ou can't use Lupé as an excuse—she understands the Rules of the
Pack and the Coven. She would understand that you are my Sire and that you have obligations—"

"It would il hurt her.”

"But shewould accept it."

| Slently counted off thirty-seven white divider stripes before she spoke again.
"And that'sif she comesback.” Deirdre cleared her throat. "And if she doesn't—"
"You'reright, I'm using Lupé as an excuse. It would hurt me."

"l guessthat really isnt asurprise.” Shetgpped her fingers againgt thewindow glass. "Though |
expected you to draw out some argument based on the power differentia in our relationship—that, as my
Magter, such a coupling would exploit me. Or corrupt your sense of honor."

| didn't answer; | wastoo busy checking the rearview mirror.

"But | think it's more fundamenta than that for you.”

"We're being followed,” | said, pressing down on the accdlerator. "Unzip the pouch. Use the second
magazine, it'sloaded with bal ammo.”

"Ball anmo?'

"Jacketed. | don't want to waste silver on avehicle.”

She picked up the pouch and opened it. "So isit smply ardigious hang-up for you? Do you il
fantasize that thereisa God? That He would disapprove?’

She removed the Glock and checked the magazine while | strangled a bitter laugh. " Things have been
donetome," | said, "that are changing meinto an inhuman killing machine. Do you think | wring my hands
and worry that God is concerned with my bedroom conduct when I'm starting to see human beings as
dabs of meat? A smorgasbord of tasty treats who merely exist to give me momentary pleasure?’

The headlightsin the rearview mirror drew quickly closer: our tail was accelerdting.

"Thenit'snot ardigiousthing?'

"Depends on your definition of religion. Areyou buckled up?'

She nodded but then loosened her belt strap, presumably to allow her to move and aim, if necessary.
The human Deirdre | had met in Seattle would have been cludessif handed afirearm ayear ago.
Damien's murder had motivated her with avengeance: sheld told methat she practically lived on
Pagd ovitch's shooting range after her "rebirth.”

"Canyoutdl if it'sablack Suburban?’

"Not yet," she answered. "And what do you mean by 'definition of reigion?”

| hunched over the whed, trying to ease the tenson in my back while gauging possble exit
points—paved or otherwise. " Seems like everywhere you turn, there are laws. The laws of the Coven.
The laws of the Demesne. The laws of the state of Louisiana. Me?| believein the laws of physics.”

She snorted. "Physicsisyour religion?”

"Why not?' | gestured toward the distant glow of the BioWeb complex. "Up thereisone of its
temples, where the pure laws of science are worshipped by acolytesin lab coats, meditating before the
CRTs, invoking therituas of mathemeatics and measurements. There are commandments and codicils
from the subatomic level dl theway up to the macrobiotic sphere. Laws of the seen and the unseen.
Laws of the quantifiable and the unknown—sometimes silent and secret, but no lessred while they await
discovery.”

" 'All kingdoms have alaw given: and there are many kingdoms,' " Deirdre murmured, " ‘for thereis
no space in which thereis no kingdom; and there is no kingdom in which thereisno space. . .' "

| nodded, easing back into my seat and stretching my arms against the steering whedl. "Poetic, but as



gpt adescription of quantum mechanics as oneislikely to squeeze into a single sentence.”

"The Doctrine and Covenants by Joe Smith, 1832." She smiled at my expression. "What? Y ou'd
forgotten that | read, too? That Damien and | met in alibrary? Do you think you're the only one who has
searched the various theologies for aloophole? An escape clause? A chance to recover our souls, our
humanity, before the long darkness closes over us?' Her smilefaded. "Well, let me save you alittle
homework: weinhabit a different kingdom, now. A very different kingdom and we areruled by avery
different law."

"Y ou use thewords 'laws and 'rules interchangeably—like they're the samething,” | said. "I think of
rules as something people think up to keep other peoplein line: the rules of the Pack, of the Coven, of
the Demesne. If I'm rebdllious and clever enough, | can break those rules and get away withiit." | shook
my head. "Laws, on the other hand, are immutable facts of existence. Doesn't matter whether you agree
with the law of gravity or not: one way or another, it will be obeyed.”

"Chevy Nova," Deirdre interjected. "Green."

"Not ablack Suburban,” | mused. "Still could be Pagelovitch's crew.”

"S0. Y ou're differentiating between the 'rules of behavior and the 'laws of existence?’

"Or the'rules of religion as opposed to the laws of God."

"So you do believe in God?'

| hesitated. "1 believein the universe. And | believeits natureis evidenced by how it isgoverned by
law."

"Can you be any more obscure?"

"Obtuse," | said. "I think the word you're looking for is obtuse. And hold on tight!"

"Theword I'mlooking for is'hold on tight'?"

| wrenched the whedl while my feet danced over the floor pedas. our car spun one-hundred-eighty
degreesand | floored the gas pedal immediately.

"Take sustenance. . ." | began.

"Thiswhole conversation started because you wouldn't take it when it was offered,” she said asthe
screaming tires found traction and we legpt toward our pursuers.

"Our choices on the menu may vary, our appetites may wax or wane," | continued, "but the one
immutable law of food isthat, without it, we die."

Thedriver of the Chevy Novadecided | was sufficiently serious—or unstable—and steered his
vehicleinto aditch, effectively ending our game of chicken with twenty yardsto spare.

"Wemay vary in caoricintake," | added aswe passed our would-be tailgaters, "volume consumed,
tastes preferred, but we will waste away and die without some form of physical fud for our physica
bodies”

She nodded. "Okay, bolognaor blood—I'll buy that humans and vampires must obey a fundamental
law of biology." Shelooked back through the rear window. "1 think they're stuck.”

| nodded. "Even though they don't want to be, I'll bet. That's the problem of factua conditions versus
wighful thinking. Which underscores my point, here. Asatheology, the tenets of physics are condstent;
the laws of thermodynamics and gravity hold us al accountable before the bar.”

Shelaid the Glock on the bench seat between us. "Physicsis one thing but behaviora needs are quite
another. Asindividuas, raised in different cultures and environments, we have different needs.” She
pulled down the passenger sun visor.

"Dowe?" | turned down adirt road that would bring us back around to BioWeb by amore
circuitous route. "Are your so-caled 'behaviora needs redly necessities or just issues of preference?
Food isfood and our inability to live without it is not the same thing as whether you prefer mestloaf to
crepes suzette™



"Actudly, | prefer Mestloaf to Mozart." She opened her handbag, peered inside, then reached up
and switched on the Merc'sdomelight.

"Music or food, you make my point about preference. Desireis not the same thing astrue need.”

She looked up and then out the side window at the darkness that paced us with every passing fence
post. "How do you measure either?’

"Desre?" | congdered briefly. "1 think we each define our own. But our needstruly define us.”

"You're playing at words."

"Am |?Desre unfulfilled may make us strong. It may make uswesk. But if we perish from itslack
then it was not a preference but truly aneed.”

"How can you know the difference beforeit istoo late?’

| shrugged. "Mogt people don't know the difference between love and lust.”

"0000, ligten to you! And | thought | was the jaded soul."

"Assuming you till have one,” | observed dryly.

"Tegty." Shewent back to rummaging through her purse.
"Yeah? Well, the subject of the soul is.. . . subjective. And | think I've lost my perspective this past
year."

"Or maybe gained it for thefirst time," she suggested. ™Y our problem isyou're trying to measure and
define the unseeable.”

"For now we seethrough aglassdarkly . . ." | murmured. "If theinvisble actualy exigts, thenitis
quantifiable. Physics shows usthat anything can be measured if it actsor is acted upon—even the
unseeable aspects of existence. Gravity, dectricity—"

"I've seen dectricity.” She pulled out alipstick case and opened it. "And gravity isn't hard to miss.”
Sheflipped down her visor and studied her lack of reflection in Lupé's clipped-on vanity mirror. "Damn!
| keep forgetting!”

| suppressed agrin. Y ou don't see yourself in the mirror—how do you know that you exist?" |
elaborated: "Y ou've seen the effects of eectricity, you haven't actualy seen the flow of eectronsbeing
passed from one atomic orbit to the next."

She evidently saw something else: She grabbed the Glock and, as shetilted the visor back toward
the calling, | saw the flash of headlightsin thelooking glass.

"Chevy Nova?'
She nodded. "L ooks asif they weren't that stuck, after all.”

In retrogpect the dirt road was amistake: the dust trail had led them right to my rear bumper. Which
they accel erated and bumped as Deirdre rolled down the passenger window. "1 waswrong!" she caled
over theincreasing noise from the wind and the two engines.

"About whet?'

"About our date turning out to be aboring waste of agood evening!”

The car behind us dropped back and then accelerated to smack into our rear bumper again.
"Y ou redly know how to show agirl agood time!"

"Glad you're enjoying it!" | started to weave back and forth across the road: two tire tracks
connected by packed earth and ahandful of gravel didn't give me much leeway for evasve maneuvers.
"Maybe you'd like to explain the rear end damage to my insurance agent!”

"Stop weaving, | can't get ashot!”
"It'sacar, for Crissake! It'sonly fivefeet away! How hard can it be?"

Her head and one shoulder were out the window, now, and her hair streamed backwards, cloaking
her face as she aimed the gun at our bumper car assailants. Nothing happened. The Novabanged into us



agan. Then afourthtime.

Deirdre pulled her head and arm back into the car.

"What'sthe problem?" | asked. "Gun jammed?"

"Wheat's the problem?’ She rolled the window back up and glared at me. "How about your chopped
roofline makes the passenger window too narrow for meto fit through! I'm right-handed! | can't hit squat
shooting left-handed from amoving car weaving al over adirt road at high speed!" She turned around
and knelt on the sest, bracing the gun in her right hand on the cushioned back support.

"Wheat are you doing?'

"Aiming for thar heedlights.

"Through my rear window? Forget it!"

"You got abetter idea?"

"I'm pretty sure,” | said tightly, "the glassin thiscar isirreplacesble.”

"And we're not?"

The Novathudded into the rear bumper with enough force to jolt me against the steering whesd!.
Deirdre tumbled back againgt the dashboard.

"What about your rear end?"' she asked, trying to extract her rear end from the foot well. "1sn't that
irreplacegble?!

"Sheet metd iseasier to rework than vintage auto glass,” | sniffed.

She bared her teeth at me. "Y ou need amoon roof."

| nodded. "Thought about it once. Too bad | didn't—heyt"

Derdrefired off four shotsinto the night sky. Or rather, through the ceiling of my car, into the night
sky. While| was Hill reding from the noise and the smell of gunpowder she punched her fist through the
roof and used her preternatural strength to peel back the metal and fabric like the lid of an old sardine
can. "Don't get your pantiesin awad," she groused. "I'll pay to have the job finished properly at the body
shop of your choice—if we survive." She stood up and pushed her head and shoulders through the top of
the car. The Glock barked twice more and the headlightsin my rearview were suddenly dark.

The sound of our pursuer's engine receded as Deirdre squirmed back down into the car. She pulled
the flap of metal back into asemblance of closure and ripped away the dangling swatch of ceiling fabric
before she refastened her seat belt. "Now, where were we?' she asked as she laid the handgun back
down and began to paw through her purse, again.

"Well. Um. Y ou were saying that | needed a moon roof—"
"No." She produced a hairbrush and waved it a me. "Before. About seeing the unseen.”

"Ah." | consdered as she began working the tangles out of her auburn tresses. "'l wasjust pointing
out that we measure amyriad of unseen forces—physicd, biologica, emotiona—all by way of their
effects”

"And how do we do that?"

| looked in the rearview mirror but could see nothing. Now | needed a process for measuring the
unseen. "We can, um, do that because we recognize a pattern of adherenceto law. Congstency. Objects
fal in obedienceto the law of gravity. Not only fal, but must obey the same laws of velocity regardless of
weight.”

"Heavier-than-air craft fly in defiance of that law,” she countered, working on a stubborn snarl behind
her head. Her breasts rose in response as though seeking to demonstrate the Bernoulli principlein my
defense.

"Gravity does not ceaseto exigt, it remainsimmutable,” | argued. The dirt road swung sharply to the
right up ahead. "But airplanes and jets and even birds and bats and bugs rise in obedience to other
immutable laws, laws of lift and velocity and aerodynamics. The courtroom of the arfoil administers



‘higher' laws—if you'll pardon the pun.”
"I'll pardon the punif you'll make your point." Her voice shaded toward irritation. "And why isthe
rear window suddenly red?"

| glanced in the rearview mirror. The glass of the rear windscreen was aglow with blossoms of
crimson, each bloom encompassing a bright red dot. The blooms moved like flowers stirred by agentle
breeze. Asthey migrated over to the passenger side of thewindow | reached over and shoved Deirdre's
head down. "Designators!” | said.

"Desi-what?' Her head popped back up.
"Laser-sghts” | shoved her head back down.

"Laser—7?" There was the sound of asmall thunderclap and around hole suddenly appeared in the
windshield on Deirdre's Side, radiating animbus of fine cracks.

"What was that?'

"Ahshit!" | said, glancing back and noting amatching hole—about the diameter of a pencil, ringed
with aspider'sweb of cracks—in the rear window. The trade-in vaue of my car was definitely
plummeting. "Ninemillimeter.”

"What?'

"A .22 short or a.45 ACP travel just under the speed of sound,” | explained. "We probably wouldn't
have heard it over the noise of the engine. A nine mil gpproaches mach one-point-five: that sound you
just heard was a miniature sonic boom."

"They're shooting a us?' she asked with more than atouch of indignation.

"Actudly," | said, wrenching the whed into theturn, "they seem to be shooting at you."
"Why me?”

"Wdl, you did gart it."

"Y ou're the one who gave me the gun. Told me which ammo to use.”

"Don't get upset.”

"Don't get upset? They're shooting a me! How come they're not shooting at you?'
"Would you rather they shot at me?"

"No. | just want to know why."

"We could stop and ask them," | said reasonably.

She unbuckled her shoulder-harness. "Maybe I'll just shoot you mysdlf,” she said, falling acrossmy
lap and dapping the knob on the dash that controlled the headlights. Suddenly we were barreling dong at
gxty milesan hour in the dark.

"Hey!" | sad, tapping the brakes. "What's the idea?’
"They have no headlights," she said, seemingly addressing my leg, "and we can see better in the dark
than they can. Aslong as our lights are on, we make the better target and give them something to follow.”

| felt the tires |eave the hard-packed dirt ruts and tapped the brakes again as we dipped onto the
grass. "Keep your foot off the brake," she demanded of my inner thigh.

"| can't see the bloody road!"

"Well, they can see our brake lights so just coast until your night vison kicksin!™

"I'm il half human, Deirdre; my infravison only registers mgor temperature differentias, not dirt
roads after sundown!™

Her head popped back up and she grasped the whed!. "I'll steer. Y ou just keep your foot off that
brake until | tell you."

| glanced in the rearview mirror; once or twice ared dot swept across the back of the car but didn't
stop or linger. Our pursuers were faling even farther behind.



"I don't likeit," she muttered.

"You dont likeit? They put holesin my windscreensl Never mind the cogt, | don't know if | can get
replacements for a 1950 Mercury Club Coupe!™

"I'm not talking about that. I'm talking about your whole 'physics as mordity' premise.”

| shook my head. "Y ou redlly aren't going to let thisgo, are you?'

She amiled and | glimpsed the ghost of afang in afaint reflection of garlight. ™Y ou haventt finished
explaining how the physics of the universe abrogates human desire.”

| sghed. "If thereisaconnection between physica law and human need, it'ssmply this: in every
kingdom, seen and unseen, the principles are the same. Y ou don't get something for nothing, everything
affects something, and every action has a consequence.”

"My daddy used to say there's a price tag on everything and there€'s no such thing as afree lunch,”
she said, snuggling againgt me and steering around something sizesble in the darkness. "The universe
bites"

"Why?' | asked. "It only meansthat everything has vaue. Consegquences can be good aswell as bad.
Price tags can show you where the bargains are shelved and the treasures are buried. What you choose
produces an effect, aresult. On you. On someone else. On aplace, athing, or apattern of existence.”

"Now you're going to segue into the mordity of physics™ shesaid dryly.

"It'snot about being right,” | said. "When it comesto the laws of physics, it'sonly amatter of what is.
Right or wrong have nothing to do with it. The law of gravity doesn't care if you're agood person or a
bad person. Saint or sinner, you walk off the edge of afive-hundred-foot cliff and the law of gravity is
going to dap asummons on your ass, court'sin session, and sentencing phaseiscoming up inten
seconds.”

"Turn off ahead,”" she announced. "Take your foot off the gas but don't touch the brake unless | say
0."

| peered through the darkness ahead of us and glimpsed a gray ribbon bleeding out of the purple
blackness. "Asphdt?’

"Very good! You just may beless human than you think."

Now there was a comforting thought.

Deirdre spun the whed and, aswe |eft the dirt ruts behind and bumped onto smooth blacktop, |
goosed the accelerator. Dim light from distant pole lamps beside barns and fuel pumpsillumed the road
turning the ribbon of gray to dirty silver. | could amost make out the oil stains and crushed moths now.

"What about miracles?' she asked as| took the steering whedl back into my grasp. She stayed,
snuggled agangt me.

| shrugged. " Show me one that negates aphysica law without serving ahigher one, like Bernoulli's
principle, and well talk. Otherwise, statistics suggest the saints tend to die younger and uglier than the
wicked of thisworld."

"S0, invoke the laws of physics and God has no placein the universe?’

"Quid pro quo or ipso facto?' | countered. Another pair of headlights popped up in my rearview
mirror. "That the universe runs like acomplex and sdf-perpetuating machine hardly precludesan
intelligence behind the design. The saf-winding watch windsitself—but someone designed it, crafted the
parts, and assembled it before sending it off to its own self-contained existence.” The headlights were too
far back to be sure, but | was betting it wasn't the Chevy Nova. | turned our headlights back on. Driving
with them off would just call more attention to us now.

"Soyou do believein God," she said. The note of chalengein her voice was more wistful than
accusatory.
"] did. Once upon atime. Now the idea only seemsto make me angry.”



Shelaid acool hand on my thigh. "Nietzsche said ‘we are al apes of acold god." "

| hunched my shoulders. "Which isworse: an empty universe wherelifeis but ashort distraction from
the long nothingness that comes before and after? Or a Supreme Intelligence thet is indifferent and
unresponsive to suffering and injustice? Don't ask me that question: I'm aready damned so, for me, it
doesnt redly matter."

She squeezed my leg. " So what does matter?”

"People. Loydty. Truth. Love."

"Love," she repested.

"Thered dedl. Not the pantomimes of hormones, hungers, and egos. By the way, it was Marx, not
Nietzsche"

"Not Nietzsche?'

"Marx," | afirmed, "Karl not Groucho.”

"l get them mixed up dl thetime—Karl and Groucho."

| nodded. "I have the same problem with the Lennon boys. Which one wrote 'Give Peace A
Chance,' Vladimir or John?"

She picked up the handgun again. "Those headlights are till getting closer.”

"I'm not going that fast."

"Then go faster. And finish your point.”

"Which point?'

"Y our definition of mordity in an amord universe”

"I don't think I'm talking about morality, redlly,” | said, pressing down on the accelerator. "I'm just
talking about what works and what doesn't according to the laws of the universe.”

"Fedter."

"Driving or talking?"

"Both."

The headlightsin the rearview mirror dropped back and held for the moment. "We know that the
universeisaseries of physical kingdoms, each interactive and structured to be ruled under a set of laws.
Some of these kingdoms areinvisible. Some, as yet, unmeasureable. The fact that we cannot yet quantify
or measure them makes them no lessredl than the atom was before it was quantified by John Dalton.”

"Of theinfamous Ddton Gang?'

"So why not kingdoms both natural and supernaturd?’ | asked, refusing to be baited. "Physical and
metaphysica? Isthere spiritua existence beyond the éectro-chemica processes of the human brain?
Perhaps we are merely waiting for another Madame Curie to open new windowsinto those yet unseen
and unquantified redities?’

"The kingdoms of the soul,” she murmured.

"Why not? We are physical beings and, as such, are subject to the laws of physics. Walk off acliff,
plunge to our deaths. Place our hand in the flame, our flesh isburned and we fed pain. Why wouldn't

there be laws and consequences of aspiritua nature?’ | noticed the headlightsin the mirror were dowly
closing the distance between us. "Where's the spare magazine?’

"Must have fdlen on thefloor." Deirdre leaned down and groped under the seet. " So," she pondered,
"the laws of physicsin commandment form might be: Thou shdt not walk off of five-hundred-foot dliffs.
And: 'Blessed is he who does not place his hand into the flame." " She came back up with the spare
magazine of slver-treated Glasers, which she tucked into her cleavage for safekeeping and ready
access.

"Worksfor me." | tilted the rearview mirror to try to get abetter look at the vehicle behind us.



She snorted. "Eventually, of course, religions would arise to teach us that God hates people who
walk off of cliffsand deightsin chastisng those who wickedly play with fire."

| grinned. It fdt likeadeathrictusso | lost it immediately. "But aloving and compass onate God
would have nothing to do with that. He might say, 'l love you and don't want you to cometo harm so |
give you these commandments as warnings. It's not judgment or punishment. Thisisthe way that the
universeworks and it isthe laws of gravity and thermodynamics that must be obeyed. If you attempt to
defy animmutable law, there's gonnabe some hurtin' goin' on.' "

"So you're suggesting the vengeful and wrathful God of the Old Testament isabad rap,” Deirdre
said, twisting back around for a better look at the car behind us. "Warn against the consequences of
head-butting immutable law and the messenger getsthe blame.”

| nodded. "Especidly if the lawsinvoke the commandments of the heart.”
"It «ill soundsvery Cavinigictome.”

"What would you prefer, something very Cavin and Hobbsigtic?' | Sghed. " Some people will dways
look for loopholes whether it's theology, biology, or reativity. "Why doesn't God make the universe
harmless, they'll carp. '"Makefire cold, negate the pull of gravity? They wouldn't have to figure out how
to cook their food or warm their homes as they go flying off the surface of the planet, flung into the void
by thelaw of centrifugd force. They'd lobby to have every law negated or rescinded until the universe
was devoid of structure, without form and void—entropy and nihilism because somebody aways chafes
when they notice boundaries.”

"The problem with dl that," she said, raising her voice as she pulled down on the meta flap that used
to be part of the car'sroof, "is the interpretation of the unseen and immeasurable has to be arbitrary. No
one's quantified the rules—excuse me, laws—of the spiritual kingdomsin measurable, even provable
form. In the meantime you get people who nail other people to crosses or wear them around their necks
asthey burn witches and launch crusades!”

"Youreright."
"l am?'
"And wrong,” | added as the meta flap gave way with adistressed groan. The wind poured down

into the car, swirling Deirdre's hair into atwisting, flamelike dance and forcing usto raise our voices
again. "Thefiction of thefools and the foul doesn't make what's True any lesstrue.”

She tossed the flap into the backsedt.

"They just obscure the path to discovering what redlly works and what doesn't,” | elaborated. "The
fact that I'm pissed at the universe doesn't change its actual nature. If thereisno God—or if thereisand
He doesn't bloody care—it ultimately makes no difference whether | rebel or suck up or divert mysdlf
with ritual and poetry: the laws of the universe, seen and unseen, will have their way. So, for me, my own
brand of religion isal about figuring out which rules are the red laws. And which are merdly the
diversons and obfuscations of mided or purposdly evil people.”

"Interesting,” she said. "But were il left sumbling around in the dark. Who can measure love? s
fear merely abiochemica reaction? Where does desire come from? Why do two men respond to the
same oppression with such different thoughts and emotions?”

| shrugged. "Thefact that | do not know doesn't equate that | can not know. The laws governing our
unseen salves are cons stent: without companionship we are londly, without hope we come to despair,
without love we wither. The degree and the timetable may vary from person to person, but we are so
dikein our needs—even if we are undikein our expression of those needs and the formswe desireto
put upon them.”

Deirdre unfastened her seat belt and turned, thrusting her head and shoulders through the open roof
to look back.

"Whet are you doing?'



"Objectsin mirror are closer than they actually appear,” she announced over therush of night air. She
ducked back in and refastened her seat blt. "Black Suburban. Are we done?’

| noticed that she did not put the Glock back down.

"Just one more point,” | said, "since you wanted to pursue thistopic. If | kissyour lips, you would
takeit asasign of affection. If | wereto kissyou and then betray you, you would fed the betrayd that
much deeper—either because the kisswas fase, or the kisswastrue but | betrayed you anyway. Our
bodies, our nerve endings, our pleasure centers—what we do with them defines our relationships and our
intent.”

The Suburban made its move. It accelerated until it swerved around to pull dongsde, matching my
gpeed. Thetinted glass windows remained closed, keeping its occupants anonymous.

"When | liewith Lupé" | continued, refusing to gawk, "when we make love and our bodies are
joined, we are one. Oneflesh. It is our covenant. It isour pledge that though we are often individuals, yet
we have aunion between us that makes us more than the sum of our separate salves. That physica
joining hel ps define our oneness in our unseen and unmeasureabl e aspects. We say to one another in the
most primordia and fundamentd language: | am One with you. Together, we are complete. And that act
ismore than the cement of our oneness, it istransformative: it becomes more than asymboal, it becomes
TheTruth." | tightened my grip on the steering whed. "Aslong as neither of us betraysthat Truth."

The dark window parallel to minelowered and | could see Stefan Pagelovitch's face limned by the
pae glimmer of the dashboard lights.

| lowered my window. "Y our timing islousy: Deirdreand | are talking about sex.”

)A mistake, my dear Christopher,( came histelepathic response. )Y ou should be discussing deeth;
you are on your way to embraceit.(

Jeez, and here | thought we'd just spent the last twenty minutes running away fromit, | sent back.
"What?' he cdled doud.

"So what's your advice?' | yelled back.

"Come back with meto Sesitle! Tonight!"

"Other than that?"

"Other than that | cannot help you!"

"I am weakened by every recruit to my banner. Is not a man better than atown?"

mWhat?'

"Emerson. Ralph Waldo, not Lake and Pamer." | raised my window and accel erated. The Suburban
dropped back and fell in behind us.

Deirdrejust looked a me.

"If | wereto lie down with you and join my flesh to yours," | continued, "I would be saying to you
that we are one. | am one with Derdre, and she with me. We are complete together. And if it wasn't alie
between us, it would diminish my bond with L upé because our oneness would no longer be unique. It
would bethe start of alie between her and me. The Lie" The entrance to the BioWeb facilitieswas
coming up on our right and | decelerated and turned in. "If it was a'li€' between us then my relationship
with Lupéisdtill diminished but you and | have aso lied to one another.”

"l don't—"

"l can't truly be Onewith her," | said, cutting her off, "if I'm not exclusive." The guard at the gate
came out and checked the invitationsthat | held out my window. He looked at the bullet holesin thefore
and aft windscreens and the makeshift moon roof. | was preparing to use the old Jedi mind trick when he
waved us on through.

"Love" | said, maneuvering around a phalanx of expensive automohbileswith real sunroofs and
unventilated windshields, "requires an act of trust. Trueloveisthat greatest act of faith. When welieto



one another in the pantomime of love, we do violence to our secret selves and damage one another.”

| parked so that we were near the entrance but facing the road in case we had to leave in ahurry.
"And when we have lied, or been lied to, often enough—our capacity for love, to give or receive, is
harmed beyond words."

"So, if you wereto liewith me" she said with aforced dimple, "you would haveto lie withme."
"By Jove" | murmured, "I think shesgot it.”
"| think we should have stopped when you said you didn't desre me.”

| tried to match her smile but felt the weight of my words pulling &t the corners of my mouth. "Ah," |
said as we opened our doors, "but that would have been 'to lie with you, aswdll.”

Chapter Fourteen

Thewalk from the parking lot to BioWeb's main entrance was too short to solve the mystery of the
Chevy Nova encounter.

While our pursuit had been decidedly unfriendly and our pursuers certainly willing to do violenceto
my passenger, their seeming reluctance to shoot the driver took on the appearance of solicitousnessfor
my well-being.

Assuming they even knew who was driving.

Pagelovitch wasintrigued by our account—what little he was able to glean from our telepathic
musings, that is. | didn't, however, sense that he was about to go running back to confront our backside
besiegers. More likdly, he hoped our little outing would convince me to hop in the back of his Suburban
and make the return trip to Sesttle. There | would be untroubled by the necessities of survival and could
enjoy the peace and prosperity than came with being the prize specimen in his preternatura petting zoo.

Which moved him to the top of thelist of likely sponsorsfor our troublesome troupe of tailgaters.

And, as| held the door for Deirdre, who had done aremarkable job with her tiny hairbrush for a
second time, | didn't have sufficient time to think about my previous visit to BioWeb's Black Fortress, or
even achance to focus on whether or not tonight's air was charged with asmilarly dark presence.

Therewas, however, just enough time to snatch the spare ammo magazine out of Deirdre's
marvelous décolletage and dip it into my pocket as we stepped into the entrance hall where another
"guard" waited.

The guardian of the gates wore ablack sheath dressthat did nothing to enhance her lack of afigure.
Shewasatdl, thin stick of awoman, in her late forties but eerily reminiscent of grade school hall
monitors. "Mr. Haim, you're latel" she scolded as she checked our tickets.

| forced asmile. "Congdering the theme, being the 'late Mr. Haim seems somehow appropriate,
don't you think?"
Her frown, dightly exaggerated by thetip of anivory fang, indicated she didn't. | did adouble take,

saw it wasfake. A portfolio and a set of plagtic teeth encased in shrink-wrap were thrust into my grasp.
A second set was proffered to Deirdre.



"l don't need the teeth,” she said.
"Y ou brought your own?"
My companion nodded, pulling back her crimson lipsto display her "naturd™ incisors.

"Marveous," the hostess enthused. " Some people redly know how to get into the spirit of things!”
She directed us toward the double doors, then froze in mid-gesture. Frown lines appeared around her
Egyptian-mascaraed eyes as she took in my gray dacks and blazer over amaroon shirt. Y ou're not
wearing black. Didn't anyonetell you that thisis a theme event?'

| shrugged. "I forgot." Warbled eight bars of Bob Hope's signature tune using the words: "' Fangs for
the memories. . ."

Deirdre saved the day—or "night” to be more precise. Not only properly fanged, but attired in the
universally appropriate "little black dress," her whiter shade of pale complexion provided a stark
backdrop to therosy luster of the strand of pearls at her throat. She reached into her little black cocktail
purse and produced asmall wooden box inlaid with mother-of-pearl and ivory scrolling. "Here, Darling,”
shesad, placing it into my hands, "didn't | tell you it was on top of your dresser?”

| opened the box and considered the razor-sharp fangs resting upon the velvet-sheathed interior.
During last year's sojourn in Sesttle, Liz Bachman had found a dentist who made unusua dental
gppliancesfor the specid effects studios out in Hollywood. Using adenta mold of my actua teeth, taken
in the name of research, she had commissioned apair of "vampirefangs' that would fit over my actua
teeth. They looked redl, were actualy "functiona," and—most surprisingly—stayed in place without the
need for any kind of ord fixative.

Back when shewas il human, Deirdre had offered hersdf to me while | wore the teeth and had
proven them every hit as effective as the homegrown kind.

Then, while | dept beside her, she had taken the appliance from my mouth and used it to open her
wrigtsin amanner that |eft no question of her find intent.

"How did you find this?" | whigpered.

"Aren't you glad that | did?' was her ideaof an answer. "Y ou certainly don't want to be wearing
those plastic, one-size-fits-al choppersfor the rest of the evening.”

| grimaced and did my faux fangsinto place as the hostess opened the door into the community
room. Whenever | wore my enhanced dentatia | tended to sound abit like Humphrey Bogart doing Elvis

Predey doing meth. | wasn't looking forward to any long conversations.
* * %

"Gude eevning," the vampire up on the stage purred in aso-so BelaL ugos accent. He tapped the
microphone. "Isdisthing on?'

| looked around the large room. The conference wing of the BioWeb complex was overrun with
vampiresin full evening dress, only afew of which were pausing to pay any attention to the spokesman
up front. | wastired and depleted and the adrenaline rush of the past hour was bottoming out, but | had a
brief pick-me-up of the ole"fight or flight" juice before interndizing the fact that the fangswere dl pladtic.
At least they dl seemed to be plagtic. Perhaps tonight's background sensation of wrongness could be
chaked up to fatigue and the jittery backlash of my hunger.

Not to mention the weirdness of using avampire themeto dicit donations of both the red and the
green Suff.

The Red Cross had established an annual blood drive and theme event called "MASH Bash" where
the attendees dressed in uniforms and surgica scrubs like the charactersin the old television show. It had
been aresounding successin rounding up blood donorsfor years. BioWeb wastrying for amore
Halloweeny theme, kicking off their first annua blood drive utilizing the image of the ultimate blood
donee.

Pop culture: yagottaloveit.



Nevertheless, it cregped me out. | had to force mysdlf to relax, caculating an hour of obligatory
schmoozing, adiscrete check-in upstairs with Chalice on my blood work, and then we could go home
and figure out what to do about Theresa-call-me-Terry-call-me-T.

Asthelights dimmed and a descending screen caught images from a hidden projector, | worked the
perimeter of the room, making a conscious effort to effect asocia promenade while checking the layout,
guests, and exits.

Everyone was dressed in black, the men in tuxedos, and the women in tailored dresses with hemlines
and necklines of various heights and depths. Here and there were various flashes of color: jewelry and
cummerbunds, but | was gpparently the only one out of step with the overdl color scheme. So much for
the low-profile strategy.

Asthe spokesman made apainful attempt to be entertaining, he reded off statistics about BiowWeb's
recent successesin pharmaceuticals, genetics research, and even nanotech development. Tuning him out,
we passed by afood bar with rows of steaming dishes wafting odors of sauces and spices. ..and. ..

| sniffed and nearly sneezed.

Deirdre cursed.

Galic!

"Great!" | muttered aswe hurried past the potent smorgasbord, "Buffet the vampire dayer!™

"Oo0-0oh!" cooed afeminine voice just off my left shoulder. "Mr. Ham?It isyou, isit not, Mr.
Ham?'

| turned and half-recognized amatronly woman from the society pages of the News-Sar . | couldn't

put a name with the face that showed up there three out of four weeks but she had pegged me from
somewhere.

" AmandaBenton, Mr. Haim, of the Talulah Bentons! Not the M oss Point Bentons, of course!”
| nodded numbly. "Of course.”

"Y ou have been getting socid invitations for six months now and yet | never seeyou! | am sooo glad
you could see your way clear to join usthisevening! Although | am just sure you couldn't stay away
when theissueisblood itsdf!"

| think | goggled abit. "Excuse me?!

"What with you owning that new blood bank and dl | knew it was just amatter of time before
BioWeb hooked you up with afundraiser! And the brilliance of combining the October Ball with ablood
driveisgeniug Sheer geniugl A bon vin point d'enseigne! It hasthat certain je ne sais quoi! Don't you
agree?'

"Cen'est pascroyable” | said. "Came donne lefrisson.”

She gave me ablank look.

"Casent le poissonici,” | tried.

When it seemed that | wasfindly done she swatted me playfully. * Oh, Mr. Ham—may | cal you
Samud?1 did not know that you spoke French!™

"I do not know that you do, either. And call me Sam."

"Money, community service, and an active wit! Why Samuel, you need to start accepting more
invitationd Y oull bethe life of the parties!”

"That would be an interesting change," Deirdre murmured on my right.

"Samud," the matronly lady laid awhite-gloved hand upon my arm, "I Smply must introduce you
around!"

"Mugt you?'
She stared at me, afleeting look of blankness ssumbling across her features. Then she sarted



laughing—a strange juxtaposition of whooping and chuckling. "Oh, come with meyou droll boy!"
Deirdre released my other arm before | was caught in atug-o-war contest. "L ooks like I'm not
invited," shesad.
"Stay out of trouble,” wasdl | had time for before the crowd closed between us.

The introductions coupled with the obligatory chitchat were pretty much one and the same—the
names and faces blurred in memory after afew moments. That is, until | wasintroduced to a portly
gentleman dressed like Charles Addams idea of afarmer.

"And thisisWilliam Robert Montrose his grest grandfather was one of Monroe's origina founders.”
Mrs. Benton said it dl in arush asif punctuation had no place in separating aman's name from his
ancestry. It had been much that way with her other introductionsthis evening.

Montrose was as color-coordinated as the rest of the guests but, while they sported ebony and
claret-trimmed evening dresses or tuxedos with crimson-lined capes, he was decked out in black satin
overals, aruffled red silk shirt with white wing-collar and cuffs, and alacy black cravat.

"Billy-Bob," Mrs. Benton continued, "I'd like you to meet Mr. Samud Haim. Mr. Haim moved here
six months ago and opened that new blood bank near theriver."

Montrose scowled down at my would-be socia guide and interpreter. " Amanda, how many times
have| told y'al not to cal methat? It's not dignified.” He turned to me, flashed atoothy grin complete
with vampire fangs and extended his hand. "Pleased to meet you, Mr. Haim. Especidly since you seemto
be the only other person here who isn't dressed like aBelaLugos or Morticiaclone.”

We shook hands. "My pleasure, Mr. Montrose.” | noticed that his grip was smooth and cold.

Helaughed and | noticed something else. Montrose's incisors were dmost an inch long and the redl
thing. "Cdl me Bubba."

Amandalooked asif she wastrying to figure out why an old acquaintance couldn't call him
"Billy-Bob" but acomplete stranger was allowed more casud status.

| wastrying to figure the new terrain: so far | had one vampiretry to kill me, another try to bed me, a
third bring aong reinforcements to make me go home, and now | had one asking meto call him Bubba. .

| hate high-society socidls.
"Ooh," Mrs. Benton fluttered, "there's Victor Cascio—"

"Amandadarlin'," Bubbas arm cordoned me off like acrime scene, "'l have business to discuss with
Mr. Ham." Hesmiled and | fdt avague disturbanceintheair. "Run dong and I'll play host for awhile.”

She smiled uncertainly then turned and, after amoment's orientation, trotted off toward aknot of
upper-crust matrons like a Sioux warrior bent on counting coup.

"Thank you," | said.

He grinned. "Amanda could suck thelife out of a person faster than ared live vampire.”
| looked at him sidewise. "lsan't that an oxymoron? Redl 'live vampire?'

"Perhaps. But theworld isfilled with oxymorons.”

"Certainly morons.”

"l will concedethat point quite readily, Mr. Ham."

"Please, cal me Sam.”

"With pleasure. Once we become good friends, perhaps you will let me cal you Chris"
| looked a him sharply. "What?'

"Don't look so surprised, son. Y ou're not such abad detective for a'Y ankee who's been down here
lessn ayear. But we Southern boys figured out how to use and breed bloodhounds before the North
even took notice that there was a South.”



"Bloodhounds, en? Are we talking about a certain fortune-tel—?"

He held up hishand. "Hold on there, son. | won't hold with casting aspersons on alady. Especidly
the one you were about to name. It wouldn't be right and, furthermore, it wouldn't be safe. Andif you
haven't figured out that much, yet, maybe you should close down that detective hobby of yoursand try
your hand at gardening.” His smile softened any presumed judgment in hiswords.

"You're her client."

He grinned. "One of ‘em. And, moreimportant, | count her as one of my friends. A good friend. A
fellaneeds good friends when he's encompassed by the bands of death.”

"Bands of death,” | repeated. "Are we talking about heavy meta concerts?’

Hisgrin faded. "Look around you. Not al of the plastic fangs are plagtic.” He caught my arm. " Subtly
... let'snot gawk like achickenin afox house."

Fatigue had dulled my senses—all six of them. Now that it was called to my attention, | saw what
would have gill been sneaky had | arrived on full dert. Here and there among the fake vampires were
representatives of the Real Dedl. Little details began to stand out: their erect carriage and attitude of
aoofness—asif no one ese wasin the room but them. Their pallor was not the artifice of powder or
paint but their true, sunless nature. And, with careful observation | could see that most of them seemed
aware of one another: nods and gestures and fleeting eye contact. They were agroup with agroup's
purpose.

"| didn't redlize that there was ademesnein thisarea.”

"There ain't, son. These boys are outtatowners. Northeast Teeth with atemporary assignment in our
far cty."

So Erzsébet Bathory was importing undead from both ends of the compass. "What are they here
for?'

"Wdl now, that's where I'm hoping you're a better detective than everybody saysyou are. I'd like for
youtofind out for us...."

* * %

Count Bubba had pretty much concluded our conversation with directionsto his"manse" and the
invitation to drop by soonest for amore in-depth palaver about BioWeb's vampire connection. Thelittlel
learned from our brief conversation was considerable compared to my intelligence from the past Six
months of living hereinthetwin cities.

Although the BioWeb facilities were nearly five years old, the vamps on staff hadn't shown up until
about eighteen months ago: acouple at firgt, then a couple more. Until recently, the numbers seemed to
stabilize in the eight-to-ten range. That had changed a couple of days ago when those numbers had
suddenly doubled.

| made a note to ask Pagelovitch how many fanged enforcers he had brought with him from Sesttle.

Asde from the fact that these imports hailed from the East Coast, dl but confirming Erzsébet's hand
indl of this, Montrose claimed that there was no organized coven—much less actua enclave—herein
north Louisana.

Hedid, however, admit that he and | weren't the only rogues inhabiting the area.

| wanted to ask more questions but Billy-Bob was adamant about not drawing attention to us.
Especidly while we were surrounded by so many deadly undeadlies. | barely refrained from pointing out
that this was advice coming from aman wearing black satin overdls.

"Keep that in mind as you work your insgde sources,”" he said, nodding toward the "vampire' that was
coming our way.

It was Chdice and she must have run Deirdré'slittle black dress through BioWeb's cloning labs. Her
hair was piled up on top of her heed, giving aclear view of her neck and the twin puncture wounds that
dripped blood down to her bare shoulder. Unnatura teeth flashed behind full, red lips and jewels of



blood glistened at the corners of her mouth.

| reached for her and grasped her arms as she arrived. "What happened? Areyou al—" | got a
closer look at her bite marks. "—right—that's not rea blood,” | finished lamely. "Lipstick?"

She shook her head and | could see that the teeth were Halloween plagtic. "Nail polish. Lipstick just
doesn't catch thelight right for that freshly bled shimmer.”

"I didn't expect to meet you down here," | said. "'l guessthe staff is expected to show support,
though."

Shenodded. "I didn't want to wait. | haven't dept sSince | started running tests on your blood
samples." She kept her voice low and in the " confidentia™ range, but | was mindful of earsthat could hear
better than most dogs.

"Chdice, I'd like you to meet—" | turned but Montrose was gone, aready blending into the tree-line
of the crowd. "Never mind." | looked more closely and saw the haze of fatigue clouding her emerald
eyes. "Hey, you've got to get somerest.”

"Don't worry about me. | can deep later.”
"Y ou should degp now." | considered making it acommand.
"Theré's so much to do!"

"And that's the other point. If you'retired, you're more likely to make mistakes. And that could set
me—us—hback more than those extra hours of deep.”

IIBth_II
Not herel | sent. Not now! "We should discussthisdsawhere”

Chalice swayed a bit—perhaps from fatigue, or my sending may have been atad forceful dueto my
own discomfort with our surroundings.

"Outsde," she said. "We could meet out back, down by the runoff pond.”

| glanced around. Amanda Benton looked as if she might be working her way back in our direction.
"Il go now," | said. "Wait ten minutes and then try to dip out without attracting any attention.”

She nodded and | bolted, weaving my way through the loose accumulation of bodies so asto avoid
any conversationa nibblesfrom the wrong parties.

| dipped out one of the back doors and waited for my eyesto adjust to the dark. It didn't take long
because it wasn't redly dark. The grounds were wdll lit in front and to either Sde of the main building.
Enough ambient light spilled over behind the building to illume the areato predawn levels.

A service path led down to the ornamental pond back toward the el ectrified fence.

Asl| srolled closer, | could tell that the pond had more than ornamental purposes: achemica smell
rose fromits misty, oil-dicked surface and a pattern of turbulence betrayed some stirring mechanism
hidden initsblack depths.

No crickets sang, no bullfrogs harrumphed; the only sound was the hum of dectricity from the fence
capacitors, chanting amindless mantra of death for foolish trespassers.

| looked around. | was as alone in the bleached darkness as | had been inside my own heart since
Lupé's departure.

A moment later | waan't.
Alonge, that is.

Faster than you could say "abra-cadaver” there was a corpse standing in front of me. "Baron . . ."
sadaquigt, fluttery voice. A familiar voice. "It'sme.”

"Of courseitis" | said. "Who dse could you be?"

"Introduce yoursdlf, soldier,” said another voice from the deeper darkness behind him. 1t had a
clotted quality—like water trickling over clods of ancient earth fouling an old drainpipe.



"Oh. Oh! Sorry, sir!" He amost saluted, then fumbled his cap off hishead. "I'm PFC Willie
Blankenship, Twenty-third—" What | could see of histwisted face twisted some more. Along with the
cap in hisbony hands. "Sorry. Cap'nisawaysremindin' me that were dl Louzianans now. Been dead
herelonger than dive dl them other places put together.”

Something "cleared itsthroat™ beyond his desiccated shoulder.

"Oh, and may | present Captain Jdly Worthington."

"Commanding officer of the First Monroe lrregulars,” finished the not-quite-human voice. "Y ou will
forgive me, suh, if | do not advanceinto thelight. | am not yet presentableto living eyes.”

If he considered the remains of Private First Class Blankenship to be mostly presentable maybe |
didn't want to see what was standing back in the shadows. Being sort of a'Y ankee carpetbagger, mysdf,
| was unsure of the proper socia protocols—I nodded my head and said: "I'm honored, Captain.”

"Not as much aswe are, suh. We've been awaitin' for you to come for near on acentury and ahaf.”

"Hum," | said, trying to think on my feet and be ready to run with them, too. "I don't think | amwho
youthink I am. .. ."

"It doesn't matter to usif you're an actud baron or not, suh. Bessie Crow saysyou're the one who's
going to ded with the gray men and give us our discharge papers.”

"Uh, discharge papers?’

"Our bones may be bound to the soil in which welie but our spirits havetiesto other homes and kith

and family—even if they are our great-great-grandchildren. Weve stood picket for ahundred and fifty
years. We're overdue for relief. And we like not the company of the dragon that dumbers beneath us.”

"How—how can | hep?' | asked, wondering if the word "dumber” was being used in the figurative
sense.

"A morelikely questionishow can we help? Y our flesh is solid, your bonesintact. Y ou can passfor
human under most circumstances. We have not adequate form, yet.”

"Uh, adequate form?' | asked. "Y et?"

"The gray men pump their runoff into adry aguifer. From there thiswitch's brew seepsinto the earth
and laces our remains with poisons that would kill us twice over wereit not for the old witch woman's
enchantments. Instead, the chemicals bind to our snews and swell the dried husks that remain. The old
witch has promised that we will have our hands and feet in time. She saysthe time to muster is soon.”

" She say anything specific about what 1'm supposed to do?

"Y ou areto bresk the dliance of the gray men with awoman caled Marie Bochay."

"Marinette Bois-Cheche?' | should have been happy that some of these |oose ends were starting to
line up into some sort of pattern. What | felt now had nothing to do with relief.

"Someone's coming,” said PFC Blankenship. He stepped back into the darkness with his captain.

| turned and looked back toward the building. A figure was coming toward me, haloed by the spill of
lightsfrom behind. Its features werelost in the dark silhouette created by the backlighting.

| shifted my vision into theinfrared spectrum and . . . no one was there. Bubba Billy-Bob?

| shifted back to the human-visible range and reacquired the silhouette at haf the distance now: it was
rushing me.

| leapt aside asit closed but it grabbed my jacket and we whirled about as though we were partners
in some mad Cossack danceroutine. | threw the creature off with alittle help from centrifugd force, but it
recovered quickly and advanced with its arms held wide, growling like some B-movie mongter from the
fifties

"Look," | said, backing up and trying to maneuver so that | could regain the advantage of light and

shadow. "I just came outside for a breath of fresh air. I'm sorry if | wandered into a security zone by
accident. I'll just go back—"



"Csathe?" the slhouette growled.

"Geshundheit,” | said.

What | really wanted to say was. Shit!

"The countesswill be pleased,” it rumbled. And lunged.
Where was Deirdre when | needed her? | dodged again.
It caught me again. Thistime | couldn't shakefree.

Wewent down. | rolled. It refused to relinquish its hold. Maybe | could roll us both into the pond.
Maybe that might be enough distraction to break its grip. Then what? The backstroke?

We stopped without ever reaching the pond. One moment we were ralling, the next we werent.
Although | ended up on top, the vampire still held me close in athree-handed grip. Something was wrong
with that tally but before | could think through a recount, one of the hands released my arm and grabbed
my assailant's biceps. Another joined it. And another. Suddenly there were more hands than | could keep
track of. The vampire reluctantly released me as a half-dozen or more hands pried hisarms back and
pinned them to the ground.

The hands came in an assortment of sizes and degrees of decay. The only thingsthey had in common
were that they were attached to arms that were thrusting up out of the earth and they were al dedicated
to restraining my attacker. Who began to howl and struggle dl the harder as his clothing and flesh began
to smoke where the dead appendages held him.

... thiswitch'sbrew . . . laces our remains with poisons that would kill ustwice over . . .

Apparently undead flesh wasn't proof against BioWeb'stoxic waste. | scrambled to my feet and
stepped back. PFC Blankenship was suddenly a my side. "Captain's compliments, suh. He was thinkin'
you might want to borrow his sword under the circumstances.” He handed me acavalry saber inits
curved brass sheath.

The vampire continued to squirm and bellow as| drew the sword and considered its tarnished and
rusted blade in the pae wash of amber light.

"Under the circumstances,” Blankenship kibitzed, "it's the humane thing to do.”

Actudly, it was the smart thing to do: every screech and holler risked undead reinforcements. | raised
the ancient blade above my head. "The humane thing to do,” | echoed. "Buit isit the human thing?'

"Do whatever it takesto stay dive," the dead soldier whispered.

"Thenit isour humannessthat damnsus,” | said. And brought the blade down. The caterwauling
stopped immediately as the head went tumbling away from the body. A moment later the vampire's

remains crumbled to ash. The only evidence of our struggle was the churned earth where, even now, the
cadaverous hands were withdrawing into its sour depths.

And my rumpled clothing, bearing grass stains and dirt smears and a scorch mark where the fabric
was briefly grasped by poisonous phaanges.

"More company,” another unseen voice caled from the darkness at my back. | looked back up the
path at another silhouette walking toward me. | shifted perspective: no heat signature. Shi—

"Mr. Ham?" The voice belonged to William Robert Montrose aka Count Bubba

| relaxed but PFC Blankenship snapped to attention beside me. "Holy cow, Sarge! What are you
doing here?'

Master Sergeant William Robert Montrose excused himsdlf from the revenanta reunion he was

sharing with hisfellow Civil War vets—some of whom held helped plant here. | had assumed
Billy-Bob—excuse me, Bubba—was aborn and bred son of the South. | mean, what'sin aname?

It turned out that he was originaly from Des Moines, marched down here with the other blue bellies
of the Twenty-third Infantry, and got forcibly assmilated amonth after the war ended. According to his



abbreviated explanation he had come through some twenty-odd battles without a scratch only to get bit
by "some undead Y ankee sonuvabitch carpetbagger” while on garrison duty.

I'd say he'd assimilated real good over the past one-hundred-and-forty-odd years.

Amazingly neither he nor hisformer comrades and foes had any inkling that either had lingered
post-mortem for so long and in such close proximity. Just goesto show what asmall world the afterlife
can be.

"She'snot coming,” he said, alook of concern hardening hisface.
"Who? Chdice? Derdre?"

"Neither one'smy guess." He caught my arm as| turned back toward the main building. "I'm out here
for areason: finding you was just a bonus.”

"Andthereasonis...?"

"Not to be in there, right now," he said. "Why don't you hang around here and, when the boys and
me are done paavering, well take awak over to the mosquito breeding ponds and see if we can figure
out what the gray men areredly up to?'

Therewas adisguieting look in his eyes—beyond the usud disquiet | generdly fed when looking into
the eyes of an undead cresature.

"l have someone I'm supposed to meset.”

"Sonny boy," helaid acold hand on my shoulder, "this herés afancy dressbal and that ain't nothing
more than adandified dance. One of the redlities of any danceisthat you don't dways go home with the
onethat brung ya."

"What areyou afraid of 7'

Helooked up at the building. "The Hunger," he said unevenly.

"Me, too," | said quietly. "But | can't hide fromit."

"Not what I'm talking about,” Montrose said. "Not my hunger, not your hunger. It'sa Hunger beyond
us. An Appstite. . ."

"Yeah?Well, ring my bell and call me Pavliov." | started back up the hill.

He caught my arm again after adozen paces. "If you must go, go dowly. Go carefully. Stay closeto

an exit. And get away as soon asyou can.”" He turned back to the shadows where his sesquicentennia
comrades were waiting.

| ssomped back up the hill muttering a string of curses. Divorce cases weren't so bad. Come to think
of it, spouse staking was alittle bit like being cinematographer for America's Funniest Home Videos. |
was going to memo Olive assoon as | got back in, tonight: from now on After Dark Investigations was
going to handle nothing but divorce cases!

No more waking corpses!
No more End of the World conspiracies!
And absolutely nothing requiring attendance at socia gatherings with dress codes!

The rear exit was one of those sdf-locking affairs, forcing meto hike al the way around to the front
of the building to get back in.



Chapter Fifteen

Thefirst thing | noticed was that there were fewer carsin the parking lot than when we had arrived. It
wastoo early for the evening's entertainment to wind down and | knew of no other social eventslikely to
sphon off the crowd tonight.

Three more cars drove off while| stood and looked over thelot. At least there had been one new
arriva inthe past hour: agreen Chevy Novawas parked four spaces over from my car.

| affected a casua amble, moving across the lined asphalt in aroundabout route to see if anyonewas
loitering inthevicinity.

Nope.

As| drew near, | noticed that my car sagged a bit: the right rear tire was flat. So much for aquick
getaway.

Upon closer examination the problem was clear: aditted puncture in the sidewall of thetire. Stiletto?
No...thedit wasthree timesthe width of adtiletto blade. More like the signature of an Army combat
knife. One end of the cut was even abraded asif caught by the back saw-edge of such ablade.

| looked across at the Nova and then back at my poor, abused coupe. Tak about adding magjor
insulttoinjury ...

Whatever happened to the good old days when vampires rarely traveled by coach and spent most of
their time lurking around castle corridors?

| opened my trunk, hauled out the jack and the spare. Took off my jacket and proceeded to set a
new world's record for atire change outside of araceway pit crew. Put my jacket back on and grinned:
now the eement of surprise had shifted.

| looked back over at the Nova. There was room to shift it some more.

| put my ruined tire and my jack back in my trunk and looked around. Wondered a bit about security
cameras. Remembered that my image worked about as well on videotape asit did on mirrors.

| hefted my tire iron and walked to the far sde of the Nova. Doing my best Minnesota Fats
impression, | poked aholein itsrear tire. Now we were even.

Except | was ahead of the game now.

But not enough aheed, | decided, curling my fingers under thelip of the Novastrunk. | pulled and
lifted using alittle of the preternatural strength that my tainted blood had granted as a benevolent sde
effect. The catch popped with agroan of stressed metal. If | couldn't bend it back to close tight, they
might still believe it wasthe sudden dive into the ditch that left it sprung.

Or they might not once they found out that | had popped their spare, aswell.

The spare was not readily accessible. Under the amber wash of the parking lot lights | could make
out tarpaulin bundles that lay across the flooring and whedl well. | pulled one of the edges back. L ooked.
Started opening the other bundles.

The handguns were on top: a couple of 9mm SIG Sauer P226 pistols, a.357 Maghum S&W



revolver, and an HK 23 SOCOM .45 caliber handgun with suppressor and laser aiming module.

Four rifles were undernegth: a Carbine automatic M-4 A1 5.56mm, a Chicom Type 56 (think
AK-47), and two 7.62mm M-14 automatic rifles. Next to them were a couple of 12-gauge Maossherg
shotguns, pump action with folding stocks.

Thiswas bad with acapita B.
What made it infinitely worse (with a capita W) were the bundles on each side.

Ontheleft | saw an N91 left-handed 7.62mm bolt-action sniper rifle. Next to it, a Barrett M99 .50
BMG balt-action, magazine-fed sniper rifle. The sawing machineslay on theright-hand side of the trunk:
an MK43 7.62mm machine gun and two submachine guns, MP-5 series, 9mm.

| didn't open the ammo boxes: | was afraid I'd find grenades.

| rewrapped everything and closed the trunk lid, pushing thelip back in so it would catch on the
frame and hold shut for the time being.

| tossed thetire iron in the back seat of my car and pulled out my cell phone. | only used it for
emergencies asit gave me headaches. | had dready learned to step back while operating a microwave
oven. It wasfortunate that | had the number for the Monroe cop shop stored in memory: my hands were
shaking so badly | would have had trouble punching in 911.

"Monroe Police Department,” answered avoice. "How may we help you?'
"Uh, I'd like to report a probable crime.”

"What sort of acrime? And may | have your name, please?”’

"Name?| thought | could report a crime anonymoudy.”

"Widl, yes, bu—Ham?Isthat you?"

"What?"

"Thisis Detective Murray, Mr. Ham."

"Detective Murray?'

"Yes. I'm just covering the phones while the desk sergeant isusing the can.”
"I didn't know you worked the late shift."

"Well, truth be told we were just getting ready to come back out and see you." Hisvoice held the
easygoing tone of aman suggesting apleasant socia vist. Sometimes Murray's affable smile and pleasant
tone suggested that he might be more dangerous than Ruiz for dl her vinegar-and-piss attitude.

e
"Lieutenant Ruizishere.
| felt my heart Sink: could this night get any more complicated?
"Seems your corpse hasturned up missing again,” he continued al too pleasantly.
"My corpse?’
"Y eah, Kandi Fenoli. Remember her? She's showed up at your place twice, now. The lieutenant
thinksthird timeésacharm.”

Therewas abrief mumble and fumble then Ruizs voice blared in my ear: "Haim?1 don't know how
you're getting her body out of the morgue but I'll have awarrant tonight if | have to wake up every judge
in Ouachita Parish! I'll commandeer abackhoe! I'll dig up every inch—"

While Ruiz bellowed my sinking heart found its Peter Pan "happy thought" and began to soar.

"Noneedtogodl L.A.P.D., Detective," | said when | could finally squeezein aword edgewise.

"Y ou know you've got hothing on me except a vague circumstantial and you've got nowhere else to look.
Y ou keep shaking my tree, hoping something will fall out."
She sputtered but | kept on talking.



"Wl to show you there's no hard fedlings, I'm going to help you break the case. | think | know
wherethe body is."

"What?'

| dmogt said "nice Gladys Kravitz impression” but why throw fud on thefireat that point. "I think
it'slocked in the trunk of agreen Chevy Novain the guest parking lot in front of BioWeb Industries.

"What'sit doing there? How did you get thisinformation?"

"Well, | saw this Chevy Nova parked in the woods near my place this evening and remembered that
| had seen it in the neighborhood on the other occasions when that corpse turned up on my property.”

"Areyou certain about this?'

"I walked over to see what was going on and found the car empty and the trunk open.”

"What about the body?"

"Didn't actualy see abody.”

"“Thenwhy—"

"Though there was this tarp that might have been wrapped around a body."

"That's hardly—"

"l dmost looked insde but there were dl these guns.”

"Guns?'

"lllegd stuff. Auto and semi-automatic weapons. Sniper kits. If these bubbas are going hunting, they
sureashel ain't looking for Bambi."

"Y ou'retdling me you saw contraband firearmsin the trunk of thiscar?'

"And | think | saw ashove," | said, "and maybe a bag of quicklime. | decided I'd better get out of
therefast. Then | saw the same car right here.”

"Parked in front of BioWeb?' Her voice had lost its bluster and taken on that vague disiracted tone
that meant she was writing everything down. | would have to choose my words carefully.

"Y ou might want to bring a SWAT team, Lieutenant; these guys are loaded for bear.”
"Y ou're sure you saw automatic weapons? Y ou know what to look for?’

"l did sometimein the military. Thiswas specid ops Suff. Better get down here before they drive
away," | admonished. And gave her the license number just to be on the safe side. "Gottago.”

"Wat!"

| disconnected and turned the phone off. | had intended to report an illegal weapons cache, hoping
the police would come out and muck up the works for whoever was shadowing mein the Nova. Getting
Ruiz had been sheer serendipity. Thered be hell to pay when Kandi Fenoli didn't turn up and Ruiz went
looking for tire tracksin my woods, but theimmediate fireworkswould likely get both the police and the
vampsin the Novaoff my back for tonight.

If it was vampsin the Nova
| was making more than one assumption, here. | hadn't actually seen how many occupants there were

inthe car when | had braced it on thetrip in. | was assuming undead because that's where my current
problems seemed tolie.

But the past has afunny way of blindsiding you when you least expect it, | thought, remembering the
left-handed setup on the N91 sniper rig.

Let the police handleit, | decided. | was strictly limited to divorce cases from here on out. | dmost
felt awave of contentment, having juxtaposed two problemsinto a single solution—that old "two birds
with one stone" thing again. | amost whistled as| pulled the Glock out of my own car and fished aspare
shoulder-rig out of my trunk.

Maybe my luck had turned, but I'd lived and died long enough to know the importance of making



safety your firgt priority. | jacked the slver loadsinto the Glock, holstered it, and pulled my jacket across
the forward thrust of the butt as | walked back toward the front entrance.

* * %
| had been gone only—what? Thirty, forty minutes?

During that time there had been a"sea change” in the main balroom. The crowd had diminished by a
good third or more, but it seemed more aresult than acausa factor. It felt asthough the air had been
pumped out of the room and replaced with some thicker, viscous gas. The lights seemed dimmer, the
music more harsh and edged. Last night'sair of unease was afeeble precursor to tonight's atmosphere of
dread.

The murmur of conversation had doubled in volume even as the numbers of conversants had
dropped. Here and there, high-pitched laughs verging on hysteria spiked above the noise like an auditory
flare requesting rescue.

" ... Mosquitoed" an old man was saying. "All that spraying and larvicide just a couple of years
back and they're saying the numbers are twice what they were during the encephdlitis epidemic!”

"But no viruses so far," Dr. Stoli responded.

Stoli taught American History at the university and reminded everyone but his sudents of ajovid
Russian bear. "No West Nile, no Equine or . Louis." Hewasn't Russian, and Stoli wasn't actudly his
name. Lithuanian by birth, "Stoli" was an gpproximation of the first two syllables of hisfirst name.
"Mosquitoes aretiny down here. Up in Michigan they are huge. Bite through blue jean denim. Carry off
babies!" He made alarge gesture that threatened to dosh hisdrink in aten-foot arc.

"Been to Michigan,” the old man argued. "Ours may be smal but they've got way more attitude.
Travd in larger packs. Some carry switchblades. . . ."

As| passed beyond their orbit and set course for the crowd's epicenter, | saw amaelstrom of bodies
rotating dowly at the center of the room, circling some eye of socia power at its center. | thought about
Poe's The Masque of the Red Death as| moved deeper into the melee and Started trolling for Chalice
and Deirdre.

"Sure, alot of their work istheoretica,” my banker opined, off to my Ieft, "but there's government
money involved and that most likely means biologica counteragent devel opment in the back rooms. If
theré's another terrorist incident you'll see BioWeb stock go through the roof!”

Mrs. Stein, old and rich and thrice widowed cocked a silvery eyebrow. "Y ou're so sure the
government would only beinterested in counter agents?*

Sweat sheened the faces of those fase vampires | passed as | hodded pleasantly to nothing in
particular to maintain some socid camouflage. The real vamps seemed to have thinned out but the two |
passed within aten-minute interval were clearly affected, aswell. They stood till, eyes closed and
nostrils flared open, obliviousto the press of the throng around them.

"For God sake," ayoung, thin man was ardently protesting, "you people think every instance of
misfortune is some external conspiracy to oppress you and keep you down! It'stheflu, for God sake!”

An dderly black man stood gtiffly, staring back at him, through him, beyond him, asif contemplating
some ancient fork in the road that led to different and aien landscapes.

| stopped alittle ways beyond them.

Closed my eyes.

Sniffed.

A kaedoscope of scents thundered through my head: the sweat and musk of a hundred bodies
overlaid by amultitude of perfumes, colognes, and aftershaves, all lubricated with various sogps and
powders, deodorants and antiperspirants. Makeup: foundation and lipstick and gloss and polish and

Spray with tobacco chasers tucked away in pockets, pouches, and cases. The food bar, the alcohol with
three-dozen different blends spilling atomized didtillations across my olfactory nerves.



And something €lse. Something sweet and sharp and exciting and familiar but—
It cameto me.

The lunar cycle was not the only tidal force at play this night. Other cycles had converged for some of
the femal e attendees. The sweetest perfume yet.

Yet...

Something more.

Something greeter than the possible cyclic dignment of every woman on the premises. . .

| turned my head, searching.

The perfume wafted from the center of the socid storm.

| turned and began a dow agpproach trgectory designed to bring me therein agrest, arcing curve.

"All I know isthe Socia Security trust fund was in enough trouble before Bush indtituted that
irresponsible tax cut. The subsequent war footing has done so much damage to the economy and the
surplusthat my own kids are never going to see one dime of their retirement, never mind my grandkids. .

| had initidly worried about making a spectacle of mysdlf upon reentering the party. My clothes were
rumpled, my knees stained, elbow scorched—if the vampires didn't take notice, | figured the socidl
mavenswould.

But no onedid.

It was asif they were distracted by their own conversations, trying desperately not to look around.
Some appeared to be listening to music that no one ese could hear. Darkness seemed to be gathering in
the corners of the room like shadowy dust bunnies.

Why do we do this? | wondered. Dress up and surround oursel ves with the trappings of evil and pain
and death?

Isit ancient mummery, designed to appease the elder gods with ritual obeisance? Or the modern
trend of mocking that which we fear? Over theyears| had rolled my eyeswith every fundamentdist letter
to the editorid page bemoaning the pagan observance of Halloween. Prissy, sdf-righteous,
ultraconservative Christians with their pantiesin awad over children in costumes going door-to-door to
extort candy on October thirty-first. Satan worship, they railled. And the rest of us wondered who was
redly giving the devil hisdue: children embracing ayearly opportunity to dress up and collect free
goodies or pinch-faced adults who feared such activities would |ead them down the path of sin and
degradation?

We honor that which we fear.

And in fearing something, we grant it power over us.

But perhaps we are wise to leave our bonfires dark on All Hallows E'en. If welight no fireswe leave
the shadows trapped in the greater darkness. When we burn, we cal them to the edge of our guttering
light.

Wherethey wait their opportunities. . .

| was closing in on the center of the room now and found Chdlicefirst. A tal, thin, bald man stood
beside her and had one arm twined with hers while the other hand gripped her wrist in what could be a
smple gesture of affection or an artful poseto prevent her leaving. The bad guy wasin animated
conversation with awoman wearing a man's black tuxedo. "Government entitlements are like alifeboet,"
he was saying. "Try to load too many people on board and it sinks: everybody drowns!” The woman
wore her tux much better than he wore his. | wasn't sure about her but my client definitely looked as
though she needed rescuing.

"Ah, thereyou are!" | said, working my way toward my last hope for humanity. "What about that
dance you promised me?"



Chalicejerked her head toward the sound of my voice but the relief in her eyeswas veiled by
caution.

| got more enthusiasm from Chrome-dome the Cadaverous. "Ms. Delacroix, could this be our
mysery man?'

She shook her head as | shook hishand. "NamesHam," | said as| pumped hisfishlike hand,
alowing Chdice the opportunity to disengage. "Samuel Haim, private eye.”

"Pleased to meet you, Mr. Haim," he answered. Hisvoice had anasa quality that would have
rendered it unpleasant even without the rest of him showing up to put you off your feed. "Would you be
our mystery donor?"

"l solve mysteries,” | answered in my most chipper tones, "1 don't donate them. Ms. Delacroix has
hired meto look into afamily matter for her."

"Oh really? What sort of caseisit?' he asked.

"A sort of aprivate case," | answered with asmile. "Which makesit serendipitousas| am a private
invedigator.”

His smile held but his eyes had abit of ablank look pass acrossthem. "Ah! Wdl! Perhaps we might
avail oursdves of your services. . ."

"Getting divorced?"

"What? No. What | mean iswe have abit of amystery herein our own laboratories.”

"Ah," | said, nodding asif | were contemplating the Great Mysteries, mysdf: "research.”

"Well, yes, of course," Bady dissembled. He peered a me closdly. It waslike being examined by a
suspicious vulture. With hditoss. "But the mystery that we are currently discussing hasto do with some
blood samples.”

"Oh," | said, "now that | can probably help you with."

"You can?' Hesmiled. Yep, avulture.

"Most assuredly. For example, it's standard practice to collect at least two five-milliliter tubes of
blood in purple-top tubeswith EDTA as an anticoagulant for DNA andysis. For drug or acohol testing
one collects blood samplesin gray-top tubes with sodium fluoride. | dwaysidentify each tube with the
date, time, subject's name, location, my name, case number, and evidence number." Baldy wastrying to
get aword in but | wasn't about to let him. "But procedure doesn't end there," | continued with scarcely a
breath. "Y ou have to refrigerate, being careful to not freeze your blood samples. And when you have to
ship or trangport them, you pack the liquid blood tubes individualy in Styrofoam or cylindricd tube
containers with absorbent material surrounding the tubes, layered with cold packs, not dry ice." | paused
and when he opened his mouth to speak, | added: "It'simportant to |abel the outer container with phrases
like'Keegpinacool dry place, 'Refrigerate upon arrival,' and 'Biohazard." "

"That's not what we're talking about!" the dome sputtered when | finally ran down.

"It'snot?" | replied, dl innocence.

"Dr. Krakovski isthe Head of our Vira Mutagens Divison," Chdice explained. My dumb and
annoying act seemed to be serving some purpose: Krakovski was off-baance and Chalice looked alittle
Seadier than she had upon my arrival.

"We're dealing with unknown blood samples” the "Head" clarified.

"Oh!" | said, "why didn't you say so up front instead of |etting me go on and on about something so
irrdlevant as collecting known blood samples?’

"Wel—" he began.

"Now collecting unknown blood samples—that'sared chalenge!” | was off and gauging my rhythms

and pausesto Krakovski's vain attempts to get this conversation back on track. "For instance, you got
two kinds of blood when you're collecting it from a person—Iliving or dead. For your liquid blood, you



use a clean cotton cloth or swab—but you gottaleave a portion of it unstained as a control. Then you
air-dry the cloth or swab and pack it in clean paper or an envelope with sedled corners. Y ou don't use
plagtic containers—thisis one of the mistakes you commonly seeon TV."

Thewoman in the tux started backing away .

"Now dried blood is pretty much the same, believeit or not. Y ou still use aclean cotton cloth or
swab only you moigten it with distilled water. And, of course—" He chimed in with me on: "—you gotta
leave aportion of it unstained asacontrol.”

"Right,” | said.

"Then you air dry the cloth or swab and pack it in clean paper or an envelope with sedled corners,”
he continued sourly.

"Y ou don't use plagtic containers,” | reminded.

"It'sone of the mistakes you commonly seeon TV, he concluded. " Are we done?"

"Don't you want to know how to collect blood samples from various kinds of materias or surfaces?

"Not redly."

"Or in snow or water?"

He shook his head.

"Well," | sad, "there are some variations, mostly in storing and transporting. But you've got the bulk
of it with the cotton cloth or swab technique.” | joined Krakovski in looking around. "Where did Ms.
Déacroix go?'

"You'rethe private eye," he said with ill-conceived contempt, “why don't you go detect or
something." He turned away and stalked off in ahuff. | stared after him: | hadn't actually seen someone
leave "in ahuff" since | was back on the playground in grade school recess.

A hand fell on my shoulder. | turned and looked into undead eyes.

Bluffing was out of the question. It was obvious from first glance that this guy knew who | was and
had sought me out ddliberately. Worse, 1've seen scary-looking vampires but this guy would super-size
your goose bumps even if hewas il human. Built like amuscular bowling ball, he was dl heft and
weight and hardness—nothing soft about this Bloody Harry.

"S0," | said with the most pleasant smile | could barely mugter, "every vampire | know was bit on the
neck when they were turned. Since you haven't got one, how does that work, exactly?"

Helinked his arm through mine. It was like being handcuffed to asted 1-beam. " She wants to meet
you," he growled.

There was never even the dightest question of whom he was talking abouit.

"Growling? Y ou're a hyper-mesomorph with fangs and, on top of dl that, you're growling? 1 think
someoneis overcompensating.”

He tugged and there was aso no question of whether | would come along or balk: | staggered and
the floor began polishing the soles of my shoes.

"Tel methetruth..." | whispered," . .. you'vegot alittle one, don't you?'

As he dragged me toward the center of the mael strom of flesh and fear, | glanced down to seeif I'd
wet my pants yet.

Sofar, sodry.

The night, however, was till young.

* % %
A woman stood at the center of the room, her back turned toward me.

| knew even before sheturned in profilethat | wasin the presence of the Blood Countess, the Witch
of Cachtice. Thefact that she borelittle resemblance to the blurry images provided by surviving



woodcuts was of no importance. Her aura of power and menace marked her more surely than any
forensic technology of the twenty-first century.

Deirdre and Chdice stood beside her, one on each side, but | couldn't focus on them because her
presence demanded my attention. She wore ablack leather dressthat blended well with her long, black
hair and blacker eyes. It had avulgar cut that seemed well matched to the woman wearing it. Individualy,
her features suggested that she should be beautiful. The combined effect had been spoiled, somehow, as
if her beauty was skin deep and something unspeakabl e lurked just beneath her epidermis.

The neckline of her dress plunged and narrowed to the nexus of her cleavage then parted again,
angling out to form an hourglass-shaped cutout baring her pae midriff. Asif the"black widow" motif was
too obscure, there were additiona spiderweb cutouts on either side, artfully designed to show agreat
dedl of flesh as she stood and even more when she moved.

| tried not to stare but failed miserably. It wasn't sexy; it was acrude attempt at sensudity that came
closetofailing as even a caricature. Sheturned as | approached and gave me one of those stagy “come
hither" looks that just about completed the whole tacky tableau.

| arrived, "dragged" hither more than anything se.

Her eyeslooked me up and down and then invited meto reciprocate.

| reciprocated. Smiled. "Wow," | said, "did Madonna have agarage sd€?"

The bowling bal's hand tightened painfully on my biceps. ™Y ou will show respect to your betterd” he
hissed.

"Sure, sure,” | agreed quickly, my knees starting the transformation from solidsto liquids. " Just trot
‘em out here—"

"Sandor, be nice" Her voice waslow and husky and triggered an involuntary shiver down my spine.
| likeit when awoman has alittle more testosterone than estrogen jazzing her hormond balance. But I'm
gtill insecure enough to prefer that my T-levels be higher than hers—I'd met pre-op transsexuals who
were more feminine than Sandor'slady boss.

| looked over a Deirdre. She only had eyesfor thelady in leather. Ditto Chalice. Beside me Sandor
the bowling ball was practicaly a-quiver like some great madtiff whose mistress has promised him a
yummy doggie-treet if hewill obediently St until shetellshim to move.

Which meant that, until then, | wouldn't be moving either.

"Mr. Csdthe, | have been looking forward to meeting you for such along time," thelady in leather
sad, extending her arm. "Allow meto introduce mysdf. | am Elizabeth Cachtice."

Sandor extended my arm for me. "That's not your real name,” | said sullenly. A startled expression
passed across her features so quickly that | dmost missed it.

"Redly? Wha makesyou say that?'
"Y ou're Erzsébet Béthory. Ouch.”

Sandor had involuntarily tightened his grip but the Witch of Cachtice was more prepared. Her
eyebrowsrose politdly and she said: "What an amusing idea. But please, cdl meLiz."

"How about | call you 'next week'?" | growled. I'd been taking lessons from Sandor.

"What?' Nicelift of the eyebrowsagain. "Oh. | see” She smiled. ™Y our reputation precedesyou,
Chris"

| smiled back. "As does yours, Bitch."

Sandor squeezed and it felt asif my radius and ulnawere rubbing together. | forced my smileup a
notch but couldn't do anything about the beads of perspiration that were erupting across my forehead.

"Mr. Cdjthe, | would love to continue our little conversation after | finish some business here. So,
please stay for awhile,” she said, her voice echoing in my ears, in my head. <\We have much to discuss
and | want to give you my full attention.>



And—that smply—I suddenly had no desireto leave. Sandor released my arm and | stood there,
even more trapped that | had been aminute before.

Spiderwoman turned her attention back to a gray-haired gentleman in agray suit who appeared to be
inhislatefifties. Thefact that he wasn't wearing atuxedo or fangs should have made him a standout in
this crowd, but his nondescript appearance had the opposite effect: he seemed to fade into the
background asif gray wasthe ultimate color scheme in camouflage and protective coloration. ™Y ou were
saying, Genera?' shesald.

| looked again: thiswas the man in the first photograph | had snagged from subterranean dtar. |
suddenly remembered that the Ogou pantheon manifested its military aspect in the form of one Ogou
Baba

Asthe gray-haired, gray-suited and—I |ooked more closdy—gray-eyed gentleman looked around,
his face hardened into an expression of digpleasure. "' hardly think it gppropriate to continue this
discussion out here, in the open, and certainly not in front of outsders.”

"Dr. Deacroix works for me—"

"She's not cleared!" he snapped, cutting her off.

"Sheworks for me," Béthory repeated, putting some heat and force behind the words. The "generd”
winced asif inpain. "It isnow necessary to provide her with the essentia clearances and briefingsfor her
to continue her work."

| looked a Chalice. Her eyes had grown hazy with confusion and the anesthetization of mental
domination.

Deirdre's eyes were different. | couldn't seem to get areading on her.

"Mr. Csdtheisabout to become amgjor contributor to the Greyware Project,” Bathory continued.
"In amanner of speaking, Generd, he's about to become your very best friend. Y ours and your friends
on the council back in Virginiaand Montana."

Wadk away, Csdjthe, | told myself. Move.

| couldn't.

"| thought you started final testing three weeks ago,” the general snapped.

"Of thevirus? Oh yes. And asde from alittle fine-tuning, | think we've cleared dl of the mgor
hurdles. Her smile twisted into asmirk. "But weve ill got awaysto go on perfecting the vaccine. Mr.
Cs4the's hemoglobin may prove more effective in stabilizing the telomerase than pure vampire blood.

And, unless the council is composed of superpatriots, | think you'll be waiting for the antidote before
authorizing the broad-spectrum release.”

The genera |ooked thoughtful and | looked around for the exits. | had been able to resist Draculas
menta domination: Why couldn't | leave now?

"What about Phase Two?' he asked.

The brunette turned abruptly and spoke to Chalice. "Go upstairsto Lab Four. Wait for me there. Do
not leave."

Chdliceturned sllently and headed toward the main halway.
| tried to follow her.
| couldn't get my legsto move.

"Weve begun testing on Operation Blackout,” Bathory said as Chalice disappeared. "In fact we're
mixing some of our dinicd trids.

"Why?" the generd asked. "Won' that just confuse the results?!

Asmuch as | wanted to hear where this conversation was going, | knew that the longer | stood there,
the dimmer my chances became of exiting of my own volition. Straining againgt the mental command to
day, | felt the strgps of my shoulder rig begin to chafe my ribs. An ideabegan to glimmer.



"Not for us," Béthory answered. "The piggybacks are activated by two different triggers. For the
Greyware virus, it'sthe length of the telomeres. For the Blackout piggyback, it'sthe racid subsets of
DNA. That till requiresabit of fine-tuning, but since we're not even trying to develop any counteragents
for the second solution, it'staken lesstime to get to thetrials phase.”

Gently, dowly, carefully, | raised my right arm, asif to adjust the front of my suit. Moved my hand
toward the opening above the button a my wai<.

"But you'reright in that releasing both piggybackswill lead to some confusion. It should dow any
effectud diagnosis and response on the part of the public health sector and the CDC." My fingerswere
just insde my jacket lapel and inches from buitt of the Glock as she added: "I shall become very cross
with you Mr. Csdjthe, if your hand gets any closer to that gun.”

Cross?1'd show her frick'n cross! | grabbed the Glock and pulled.

"You bastard!"

| flinched as agunshot boomed and waited for the shock of the bullet tearing through my armpit to
reach my brain.

| heard a second gunshot about the time | redlized my fingers were nowhere near the trigger and the
voice wasn't Béthory's. Heads turned; mine with them.

The Snow Queen commanded the entryway to the main hal through which Chdice had passed just
moments before. The beaded black sheath dress that Suanne Cummings wore wasn't cut for a proper
shooter's stance—which was probably why she had failed to hit anything of consequence, yet.

The room erupted in screams—some of them feminine—and half the occupants threw themselvesto
the floor while the remainder rushed about in avariety of directions. Mogt of them ended up on thefloor,
aswell, tripping over the aready prone or colliding with other rushees.

"You bastard!" Suanne repeated. And Hyrum Cummings broke from the pack as his cover went
down and ran in search of other shelter.

"Whereisshe?' Suanne shrieked. The hem of her dress gave way with aripping sound as she spread
her feet and the seams on both sides unzippered to her thighs. The nickd-plated, snub-nosed .38 came
up in atwo-handed grip and tracked her husband asheran.. . .

... toward us!

The temptation to lay down suppressing fire passed through my mind without tapping the brakes. |
released my grip on my own gun and made aquick sending: DROP THE GUN! DROP THE GUN!

Suanne didn't quite drop her weapon but she did fumble with it. Another shot boomed like
doomsday thunder and abullet tore abloody chunk out of my left biceps while Dr. Cummings was il
twenty feet away. The countess and the generd hit the floor smultaneoudy. | was suddenly free of
Erzsébet Bathory's compulsion. | ran toward Suanne, hemorrhaging like an Internet start-up.

Chapter Sixteen

| dapped the gun out of Suanne's hands as| ran past her and then out into the main corridor. Taking



the stairs meant that | would bleed that much faster, but the elevators would be way too dow. | pushed
the door to the stairwell open and then clapped my good hand across my shattered upper arm.

So much for my renewed enthusiasm for divorce cases. Maybe the Monroe P.D. had an opening for
ameter maid.

| was outside Lab Four inless than aminute, but even with the advantage of inhuman speed | wasn't
moving fast enough. By now, Béthory and her goons would be up and moving and | was leaving atrail of
gorethat Mr. Magoo could follow.

| dammed the door open and ran to Chalice. "Come on! We're getting out of herel™

The hazed expression in her green eyes had faded but the anxiety that replaced it was scant
improvement. Her gaze did from my face to afoca point over my drooping shoulder.

"Howdy, Sparks," said afamiliar voice. "Longtime. . ."
" ...noseg" chimedinasecond unwelcome greeting.

| turned dowly. Shock and pain had dulled my reactions but | deliberately kept my movements dow
and careful, knowing that any sudden move would likely be my last.

Two men wearing ill-fitting tuxedos lounged againgt the wall, on either sde of the doorway | had just
pushed through. The one on the | eft towered over me. In the fifteen years that had passed since | had last
seen him, the muscles of hisbody had been overlaid with asmooth coating of fat. He still looked asif he
was strong enough to tip a Hummer over, though. | saw himdo it once. | didn't doubt that he could il
doitif sufficiently pissed. "Mouser," | said, "see you've gonefor the Jesse Ventura'do.”

Joel Mouse rubbed his gleaming bald head and grinned. "Y athink?"

"A feather boawould complete the look if you wanted to go retro,” | offered.

The short, barking laugh of the short, funny-looking man with gray teeth augmented Mouser's
answering scowl.

"Fafhrd,” 1 said. "1 should have known you'd sill be hanging with the Mouser after al these years.”
Fafhrd wasn't hisredl name and he most likely till couldn't spell the nickname that had been hung on him
al those years ago. Just aswell: Fritz Leiber would beturning over in hisgrave.

Shoot, held probably spin like aturbine.

Fafhrd stopped laughing. "Y esh. We even did time together after you spilled your gutsto the brass.”

"Spilling guts.. . ." | scowled. "Y ou're afine oneto talk about spilling guts. . ."

"Looks like someone started yours ahead of schedule,” Mouser observed.

"Oh my god!" Chalice grabbed my arm to get a better look. That felt real good. "Sorry," she said,
seeing the expression on my face. "Can you get that jacket off?"

"Just cut the deeve off," | said through clenched teeth. The odds were bad enough at two to one. For

al that | knew, the rest of the squad might be around the corner. Remembering the | eft-handed setup on
the sniper rifle| could just about bet the bank on at least one more.

| closed my eyes and started focusing: Y ou will obey me, you will obey me. ..

"I will obey you," Chdicesad.

"That'snice" Fafhrd said. " She will obey you, but don't count on us being your happy little
mind-daves”

The Mouser nodded. "We got that hypnotherapy fix. Y ou bloodsuckers can't mess with our minds

That wasinteresting. Not only were they aware that vampires actualy existed, they knew something
about my condition, aswell. The question was, who was acting C.O. for these Rambo rejects and what
was his relationship with BiowWeb?

The military connection was agiven. But wasit legitimate or paramilitary? There was the guy



downstairs with the obvious moniker "Genera" and the not-so-obvious gray business suit. Which meant
nothing as he could be legitimate and visiting covertly. Or he could be representing any one of the dozen
or S0 private militias that had long fancied thems=alves amore |egitimate alternative to our duly eected
government.

Legitimate or not, the presence of these two soldiers of misfortune, along with Erzsebet Bathory's
involvement, suggested really nasty business afoot. Biowegpons are ugly enough. Using them on
segments of your own population takes the uglinessto awhole new leve. Ike had warned us againg the
military-industria complex. | wondered if he had ever, in his darkest dreams, imagined the world that was
to come.

"Likeyou have enough mind to messwith inthefirst place,” | retorted, dipping my hand insde my
jacket asif to assigt initsremoval.

"Uh-uh, Sparky!" Fafhrd dide-cocked the 9mm that had suddenly appeared in hishand. "I ain't
supposed to smoke you but | can blow your legs out from under you before you can clear your
shoulder-rig."

| just shook my head. Anyone ese would dready have around in the firing chamber: thumb the
safety off and you've got a head start on the other guy. Not Fafhrd. He still preferred the retardo drama
of dide-cocking his nine. Someday that pose would be his undoing.

"Want meto get hisgun, Faf?' Mouser asked.

But not, apparently, thisday.

"Think you can do it without blocking my shot, big guy?'

He smirked, trying for aknowing smile. "Hey, we're The Elite!

"The Elite?' | said, and swore. "Y ou bozos aren't anything more than SEAL wannabes. More Specia
Ed than Specid Forces.”

"You tak like you weren't one of us," Mouser growled.

"Hewasn't one of us," Fafhrd snarled. "That'swhy he turned on us."

"A court of inquiry asked questions,” | said. "l swore an oath to answer truthfully."

"What about loyalty? What about trust?"

| glared at the huge bald man. "What about dead civilians?'

Mouser shrugged. "There are dways casudtiesinwar."

"Thiswasn't war. It was a classc hostage situation and you guys hot-dogged it with no regard to
SOP."

"Okay, so there was some collateral damage,” Fafhrd agreed. "It was regrettable. We can agree on
that. But what was done was done and, afterward, there was no taking it back. What purpose was
served ratting us out to a bunch of Monday-morning quarterbacks?'

"Y ou mean telling the truth under oath to my superior officers?' | asked as Chalice took a scalpel
from adissection kit at the edge of the table. She began cutting away my blood-soaked deeve. "Seems
to meto me I'm answerable to them, not to you. Answerable to them and the civilians we were charged
to protect and rescue.”

"Your firg repongbility,” Mouser said, circling to my left, "isto the man backing you up in afirefight.
Y ou've got to be able to trust every man in your squad with your life or one of you doesn't belong there.
Too bad we found out about you after the fact.”

"Don't lecture me about trust, Mouse. We were trusted to follow orders and we broke that trust.” |
winced as Chalice pulled my shirtdeeve away from the wound and fresh blood began oozing from my
torn flesh. "If there was any betrayal, it was when you abandoned protocol and started your cowboy shit.
| answered the questions | was asked truthfully and honestly. It's bullshit to think that company honor
required thet | liefor you."



"High-handed talk, Sparks," the little man retorted. "If you're so righteous, tell uswhy were il
working for the government while you're on their Most Wanted ligt?"

"I'm on the government's Most Wanted list?" It had been awhile since | had been inside apost office,
much less checked the mug shot posters.

Of course, thered question was "which" government were we redlly talking about?
"Too bad it ain't 'dead or dive,' " Mouser added, reaching for the front of my jacket.

"Y ou know, thesad thing is," | told him, "all these years | thought you were a cowboy; | never
figured you for aNaz."

Mouser's hand jerked to astop. "Huh?"

"A Nazi, Mouse. In your case, more like a Schutzgtaffd.”

"What are you talkin' about?"

"I'm talkin' SS Stormtrooper, Herr Rat! I'm talkin' about genocide and gas chamberd!™

Instead of grabbing my gun he shoved me back againgt the counter. "Why're you trash talkin' melike
this?'

Faf laughed. "The Mouser isjust afoot soldier, Sparks. He don't know policy, hejust follows
orders

"But you're asmart guy, aren't ya, Faf? Y ou know what I'm talking about, don't you?"

He shrugged. "I hear things. | can add two and two."

"Only were not talking addition, here, Bucko. Were talking subtraction and in the millions."

"What are you talkin' about?' Mouse demanded to know.

"I'm talkin' about your mama, Herr Rat. How old is she?’

He shoved me again, jump-gtarting alawnmower of painin my arm. " Shut up about my mama, man!*

| focused past the renewed agony and said, " The people you work for are going to kill her, Mouser.
The generd isusing these facilities to manufacture avirus that's designed to kill the e derly.”

"Naw, man; you got it wrong,” Fafhrd drawled. "The generd is going to solve the race problem, old
and young. Got nothin' to do with the Mouser's mama, she bein’ white. Sheiswhite, isn't she, Mouse?"

Mouse suggested that Fafhrd look no further for sexua intimacy than hisown genitdia

"It'sboth, bozo." | pointed atrembling finger at thelittle man with the gray teeth. "Y our generd is
collaborating with vampires to produce and disseminate viruses tailored to kill blacksaswell asthe
elderly of any race or ethnicity.” | heard Chalice gasp behind me as| turned back to the big bald guy.
"Which means your mama, Mouse!"

The Mouser turned to his partner. "Isthistrue, Faf?'

Fafhrd answer was cryptic. "Urk!" he said.

Or something to that effect as the lab door flew open and smacked the little man back into the wall.
"What thef—"

Mouser never finished hisquery: | had spun on the balls of my feet and grabbed histhroat with my
good hand, my fingertips digging into the flesh over hiscarotid arteries.

"Nobody movel" | yelled. "Drop your guns or JoJo's Adam's apple winds up across the room.
"Suitsmefing" said afamiliar voice.
Fafhrd contributed another "urk™ to the conversation.

| turned and saw William Robert Montrose standing in the doorway. He was holding the door with
oneam so that it continued to pin Fafhrd againgt the wall. Although the old vampire didn't seem to be
exerting himsdf in any way, cracks were appearing in the plagter, radiating out from behind the door.

"Hurry up and feed!" he said. "Weve got to get out of here.”



"Feed?" | echoed. | was suddenly aware of Mouser's dead weight and the strain on my good arm
from holding the unconscious man by the throat.

A brown hand closed on my wrist and helped brace my arm. "What's this about a virus designed to
kill blacks?" Chdice hissed.

"I'm alittle short on the details," | answered, "but a pattern is starting to emerge.”
"What do you mean?"'

Between the dreams, the countess historical MO, afortune-teller's vague prophecies, BioWeb's
snister projects, and that conversation downstairs between Bloody Béathory and General Goebbels
Goering, it wasjust too difficult to explain.

Especidly under the current time congtraints.

"Later," | promised. | saw movement behind Count Bubba. A kid squeezed past Montrose and into
the room.

He was probably sixteen—or had been when he died. But he looked younger, smaller because of the
auit that he wore. Or, rather, it wore him. Electric blue, it was gtrictly forties eraand very zoot. The pants
were crotched low with reet pleats and bluff cuffs. Above, he wore aracket jacket with a drapeshape
and wide lgpels. Hiskeychain, in the hepcat lingo, was"long with links." On hishead wasa
wide-brimmed dicer with a hatband that matched his Windsor-knotted choker. On hisfeet were
two-tone barkers and—I was guessing under the saggy baggy striders—argyles held up by old-style
garters. Thiswas my first look at an actual, honest-to-God, zoot suit outside of old photos, and the
whole package wastotdly killer-diller.

"Wowserd" | said. "Beat me, Daddy, eight to the bar!"

"Thishim?' the kid asked increduloudy. "Thisthe one they're al bumping their gums about?' He
turned to Montrose. "What's the wire on this Joe? He's still breathing!”

Asif that was somekind of socia blunder.

He turned back and peered at me, squinting his eyes. "He gtill has a heartbest!"

"Which ismostly the point, | suppose,” Count Bubbareplied.

Fafhrd made another urky sound. The Mouser was unconscious and silent.

"Y ou gonna eat that or play with it some more?* the kid asked.

| dropped Commando Cruddie and glared at Montrose. "Y ou didn't tell me you were babysitting
tonight.”

"Hey!"

"Wedon't havetimefor this" Montrose said. "J.D. meet Chris Csgthe. Cs§the, JD."

"Charmed,” | said.

"Moréen | can say about you."

"Now," my undead doorman continued, "take afew swallows of blood before you fall over. . . ."

“I'mfine”

"Casper the Friendly Ghost has more color than you," he retorted. "And neither of usis keen on the
ideaof carrying you. What's the matter? Squeamish?”’

| nodded. "I knew this guy adozen years back. | wouldn't have let him handle my food then. What
makes you think | would consder making him my food, now?"

The kid shook his head. "Besides being finicky about the torpedoes here, | think half-and-hdf's
problemisheant got any teeth.”

"I've got teeth!" | said, baring mine.
"Not the pointy kind."
Hewasright. Somehow in the grand melee and my subsequent flight, | had lost my prosthetic fangs.



Chalice had been standing there silently, holding the bloody scalpe by her side while we dithered.
"Oh, for heavens sakel" she said now, stepping forward. She brought the blade up and touched it to the
ingde of her |eft forearm. "The BioWeb staff isrequired to take monthly blood testsand | can assure you
that | am quite clean.” She drew the edge of the blade lightly across her skin and thered linein itswake
quickly became aribbon, then aspreading film. She raised her arm toward me and said, "Come on, Sam.
Or Chris. Or whoever you are. Were wasting time and 1'd hate to waste any of this on the carpeting.”
Shetilted her head. "What's the matter, don't care for the brown sugar?

My head was spinning—though whether from blood lost or blood being offered, | could not say.
Instead, | said: "What's the idedl woman?"

J.D. cocked an eyebrow.

"I'm ascientist, white boy," she shot back. "I'm curious. And, aslong as you don't get greedy, | can
spare alittle. Besides, you told me, yoursdlf, you haven't got the salivafactor to infect me.”

| wasin no condition to argue. | took her arm in my hands and bowed my head, bringing my mouth
down to the cut. It was aterribly intimate act, and made all the more uncomfortable by the need to hurry
and performit in front of strangers. Chdice, hersdlf, was nearly as much astranger. All that was
forgotten, however, asthefirst Sp of blood entered my mouth.

It was more than drink, more than food.

It was the best sex | could remember and better than that.

It was speed and steroids mixed with honey and jalapenos.

It was molten sunshine seeking out the cold, dark regions of my innermost seif.

All theway down to the cellular level | could fed amyriad of switches being flipped, the engines of
lifebeing revved.

A swallow and | could tell that my bleeding had stopped.

With a second swallow my head began to clear.

A third and | could fed tissuein my upper arm begin to re-knit. Not alot but the healing process was
dready beginning.

A fourth and fifthwere dl | dared. | needed more for the process to quicken, for my strength and
gaminato return to superhuman levels.

But | could not take the risks—the risk of delaying our escape any longer, of bleeding Chadice any
further.

And therisk of loang my humanity, of feeding until she was utterly drained.

| raised my head and turned away as| licked my bloody lips. "Thank you," | said, my voice uneven
from the twin shocks of my wound and my quickened hunger. "Wed better go now."

Aswe turned toward the door, Chalice balked. "I can't,” she said.

Montrose and the kid looked puzzled.

"Béthory ordered her to come here and wait for her,” | explained. "She's having trouble
countermanding the gees."

"If shewastill tranced,” said the kid. "But get adant on her peepers. shelookslike she'swide
awake now."

"Bathory must be reinforcing the command telepathically even aswe speak,” | said. "'I've seen this
sort of thing before.”

"Then dl the more reason to leave her behind," Montrose said. "If Bathory has apsychic link with
her, she's not only ahoming beacon but an open communicationslink, aswell. She could lisenin on
everything we say; through her eyes, see everything we do.”

| shook my head. "I won't leave her behind for that monster.”



Thekid pulled out a pocket watch, popped the cover, and consulted the antique face. "Timeto take
it on the hed and toe. Past time. Would-a been easier while the joint was till jJumping. Bet it'saquiet riot
downgtairs, now." He produced an old "police special.” At least it was specid to the cops back in the
nineteen forties. "Good thing you brought your own Roscoe; we may have to squirt metal on the run-out.”

| looked back at Montrose. "Where did you find thisguy?

"Don't et thelingo throw you," Montrose said, reaching behind the door. "He's a solid back-up when
hesdraght.”

"When hes sraight?"

Montrose retrieved Fafhrd's nine and opened the door enough to let him dideto thefloor. "Let's
continue thisdiscussion in the stairwell.”

"I'm not leaving her!" My previous experience with Draculas menta control taught me the futility of
trying to countermand an older vampire's gess. There was, however, achancethat | could use my own
fledgling powers of domination to put her to deep and then carry her while she was unconscious.

If everyone would shut up long enough for me to concentrate.
"Ah, look," said the kid, shoving the ancient .38 back inside his baggy jacket, "l got anidea.” He

walked up to Chalice and stuck out his hand like an insurance salesman at acostume party. "Sip me
some skin, babe, I'm J.D. and I'm your ticket outta here!”

As shetentatively extended her own hand, in turn, the kid looked up at the celling and exclaimed:
"Holy crap! What'sthat?"

| imagineweal looked up: | certainly did. There was nothing to see on the celling but we got an
earful: theloud smack of afist againgt flesh. An unconscious Chdice was sagging into the kid'sarms
when | looked back.

Montrose caught my arm as | took a step toward them. ™Y ou wanted to bring her along. It'sthe only
way."

"I'll carry her," | said.

"With that busted arm?* The kid hoisted Chdice over his shoulder. There was plenty of room: his
jacket looked asif it used ironing boards for shoulder pads. "I got your frail. Cmon gate, let's
perambulate!”

| wasn't happy about the arrangement but | didn't have a better plan. And it was long past time to go.
We exited the lab and hurried down the hall. Choosing an dlevator was like playing Russian
roulette—with most of the chambersloaded, as a single security guard could cover dl the elevatorson
each floor. The sairswere adightly better bet—but not by much. Since the back stairs werethelogical
escape route, we took the front.

Montrose stopped usjust above the second-floor landing. "Vamp below,” he announced. "First
floor."

| reached for the silver-loaded Glock in my shoulder holster.
"Nice heater," the kid observed. "Got a pillowcase tofit it?'
"Wha?'

"He meansasilencer,” Count Bubba answered. "Fire that thing off in here and everyonein the
building isgoing to hear it. Timeto detour.” He reached for the door permitting egress to the second
floor. It was afire door and wouldn't open.

The kid shifted Chalice's center of gravity and kicked the door off its hinges.

"Oh," | said, "that was nice and quiet.”

"Button yer yap," thekid said, shifting Chalice to abetter position. "Theresabull down the hall
wearing tin and packing iron."

"L et me guess. asecurity guard.”



Helooked at measif | weredow. "That'swhat | just said.”

Count Bubba stepped over the broken door. " They're getting away! " he said. " Down the back
sairwell! Hurry!" The menta reverberation was making my temples buzz. | stepped through the
doorway in timeto see the guard turn and start hurrying in the opposite direction.

"Nice" | sad. "l would've needed moretimeto convince him."

"Youll get better at it," Montrose sad, "if you livelong enough.”

"And your odds would be better if we ditched the skirt,” the kid added.

"If | ditch anybody, it'll be acertain hepbat,” | growled, "who needs hisfilm noir projected where the
moon don't shine."

Hedid Chdice from his shoulder. "Wannatry me, Tepid? Come on, then," he nodded a my dangling
arm, "put up your duke."

"Settle down, Beavis™

"Hisst!" said Montrose. "Thefirg-floor vampison hisway up!”

The kid bent and moved Chalice awvay from the doorway. Both he and Count Bubba plastered
themsalves againgt the wall on ether Sde of the door. All that was missing was some bait. What luck: |
wasavailable!

| started backing down the hal in the direction of the departed security guard, keeping an eye on the
opening to the sairwell. As| moved, my shoulder bumped aprojection from thewadll: afiredarm. |
pulled it just as Béthory's fanged goon appeared in the doorway .

The blaring of the dlarm klaxon might be sufficient to cover the noise of gunshots now. | hauled the
Glock back out but my companions were quicker. The kid stuck out aleg, tripping the vamp, and
Montrose produced a sharpened wooden stake from a pocket in his overals. Sixteen bars of "Dust in the
Wind" and we were back in the stairwell, headed for the ground floor.

Pandemonium had ceased but it was till adisorganized circus. Cops were everywhere, gathering
evidence, taking statements, and guiding a handcuffed Suann Cummingsinto the back of asquad car.
Acrossthe parking lot | spied detectives Ruiz and Murray standing between my car and the Nova, which
was lopsidedly hiked up on abumper jack with the rear tire missing. They were questioning amanin
dark clothing and awatch cap.

"I'm going to haveto bum aride," | said. "My car's staked out.”

"My truck'sjust down the hill,” Montrose answered. "1 suggest we split up and J.D. will take Ms.
Déeacroix with him until we can meet up safdy.”

| looked over at thekid. "No offense, Junior, but I'm not keen on leaving aliving, breathing humanin
the custody of avampire.”

"Hey, man, for asmoke chick she'sared eye-grabber and | might have been tempted when | was
aive. But | heard the dish: her blood's too reet for my tastes.”

"So, youresaying . . . what?'

Montrose interpreted. "J.D. has himsdlf anagty little habit. He prefersto mainline junkies. If they
arent high, heisn't hungry.”

"Y our steroid buddies back there were more to my taste," the kid added. "Too bad we didn't have
moretime.”

"Well, it looks like there's more where they came from,” | said. The man wearing the watch cap had
turned hishead and | got a better look at hisface. It was Lenny. Lieutenant Birkmeister to you, Ensign
Cs4thel

The urgeto whistle "That Old Gang of Mine' came and went quickly. "Loui€" Lenny spotted
us—more specificaly, spotted me—and, for along moment, it seemed that the jig was up.

Onewould think that carrying an unconscious woman toward the parking lot should dicit some



response from the swarm of copsthat were al around us. But, between the three of us, we seemed to be
doing an adequate job of the old vampiric ability to "cloud men'sminds." | doubted thislittle menta
misdirection would be sufficient, however, once Birkmeister derted Ruiz and Murray.

But hedidnt.

A long, searching look and he turned back to answer more questions from my detective twosome.
The Chevy'strunk was open but | couldn't seeif damning evidence il lay within. If it did, no one
seemed particularly concerned with catal oging the contents.

"Okay, what's the plan?' Montrose asked as we reached his pickup.
"Plan?" | hadn't thought that far ahead.

"So far, we're safe,” Montrose said. ™Y ou're not. Nobody's made us, yet.”
"Lieutenant Lenny just saw you with me."

"If he'shuman, it'stoo dark and we'retoo far away for ared description.” He turned to the kid. " Get
her out of here, J.D. Take her back to my place. That's where well reassemble.”

Thekid nodded once in agreement. Then he looked a me and grinned. "Now who's babysitting?"

I couldn't think of a suitable comeback even after he had dodged off into the darkness with Chalice
Déeacroix firmly balanced across his excessively padded shoulders. Instead | wasthinking of Deirdre, il
insde Erzsébet Béthory's BioWeb fortress, surrounded by rings of armed and fanged security forces.

| had never felt S0 helpless.
"Csgjthe. Csdthel” Montrose waved his hand in my face. "Any reason to go back to your place?’
"My place?" | thought about Deirdre

"That's the first place shelll look once she knows you're gone. If you need to grab something, it's now
or never."

| thought about Terry-call-me-T whom I'd left on my couch like a complementary mint. | thought
about Countess Béthory's tastes for young female flesh. For Deirdre's sake, | prayed that those tastes
were confined to living rather than undead flesh.

| nearly pulled the door of the pickup off as| wrenched it open.
"Let'sgo!"

Chapter Seventeen

Montrose's face took on a satanic cast in the red-orange wash from the dashboard lights.

"Okay," he said, "give. I'm doing this because Mama Samm asked me to. Reason enough, | suppose.
But | might fed asight better about risking my neck—not to mention a hundred and forty-some years of
quiet, undiscovered residency—if you wereto shed abit morelight on just what isredlly going on.”

"What'sgoing on?'

He shrugged. "Y ou know. Genetics research, mosguito breeding labs, paramilitary fredancers,
undead security, zombies. . . . | get the feding that something just isn't quite norma, and | can't quite put



my finger onit."

"Hardy har," | said.

"My military compadrés seemto be dl lathered up about little gray men. Should | be adding flying
saucerstomy lig?!

"I don't believe the diminutive wasinvoked. Thereis military involved—athough | suspect they're
either backroom or illegit. | think that's what they mean by the gray men. Nothing extraterrestrid.” |
sghed. "'l hope"

"Glad to hear that. It's been acentury and ahalf but | remember a couple of boysin our company
hed soldier's hearts."

"Soldier's hearts?'

"That's what we caled it back then. Something would break insde. Disconnect. Weld say, 'hehasa
soldier's heart." During World War | it was caled shellshock. World War 11 beattle fatigue. I'm not sure
about Korea—I dept alot during the fifties. Boredom, | suppose. Then it was delayed stress syndrome
after Vietnam."

"Soldier'sheart,” | said softly. "I likethat."

"Nothing to like about it," he said grimly. "Especialy when death doesn't bring relesse. Y ou die and
find that you're ill logt, sill crouched down in the cold and the dark. My boys need to go home, Mr.
Cs4the. Canyou help us?"

Was there a Good Samaritan law for the deceased? My initial impression—once | learned that
vampires actudly existed—was that they were soulless killing machines, bereft of any semblance of
humanity. Perhgps that was more amatter of "nurture” than "nature.” Cut off from the world of theliving,
forced to live as both hunter and hunted, their aliances would predictably turn from the living to the dead.
But the depths of Pagelovitch's concern for those he ruled in Sesttle and now Montrose's dlegianceto his
former comrades continued to surprissme. "I wish | could,” | said. "Honest to God—if thereis one. But
| can't even help mysdif.”

"| thought you were Baron Samedi."

"Y ou and hdf the dead in this parish.”

"What do they want?"

"Judice”

"For what?'

| stared into the darkness beyond the windshield. "I don't know. There's ateenage runaway—" |
hiccupped a short, bitter laugh. "That iss0.. . . un-funny. Kandi Fenoli. She was raped, sodomized, and
murdered. Her killer cut her hands off so her fingerprints couldn't identify her. He either didn't have the
time or the smartsto consider her dentd records. . .

"After her desth she escaped from two different parish morgues and walked a hundred milesto ask
meaquestion.”

"What was the question?"

| shook my head. "I don't know. We keep getting interrupted. Then there's Chalice's daddy.”

"Chdice's daddy?'

"Never mind. Long story. Bottom line: | was supposed to protect his daughter and avenge his death.”

"| take it his death is connected to the gray men?"

| nodded. "I'm gtarting to think so, yes."

" Suspicious circumstances?”

| thought about Delacroix's last words as he dragged that vampire into the crematory oven. "1 think
he wastdlling me that he was murdered.”



"Murdered? Asin after the fact?'

"The coroner's report stated he succumbed to a heart attack with complicationsinduced by severe
influenza”

"Interesting murder wegpon.”

| nodded again. "Murder by flu. Yes."

"So, who pulled the trigger? And why ?*

"| think BioWeb is manufacturing the wegpons. | don't know about the why, yet. Erzsébet Béthory is
involved and there is some kind of military connection, but I don't know if they're legit, rogue black ops,
ormilitia”

Bubba's brow furrowed like the cotton fields east of town. "Digtinctions?”’

"If it's private, paramilitary involvement then weve got homegrown terroriststaking the gameto a
whole new leve. It will make the anthrax scare pale by comparison.”

"Theres heavy metd mudc involved?!

| gave him The Look.

He shrugged. "Sorry. | used to think | was an invulnerable badass but between you, Mama Samm,
and that Romanian bitch back there, I'm starting to think about getting religion. Too bad I'm already

"We may dl be beyond damned. If some rogue black opsdivision isfinancing thisit gets scarier.
There've dways been backroom operations that the government either forgets or decidesit doesn't want
to know about. When dirty work needs to be done, it's best to not to have too much knowledge or
respongbility for the redly nasty elements of your own counterterrorist resources.”

" Sounds like you know something about that."

| stared out the passenger window asif there was something worth seeing. "I had my own encounters
with Uncle Sam's heart of darkness. Y ou pushed one of them into awall back there."

"But it'seven worse if the military connection islegitimate, isnt it?" he asked.
"God help usif our government is officidly involved. Perhgps the gun nuts and the militia separatists
areright, after al."

"Okay, we're gtill working out the ‘who." Any more progress on the ‘why'?"

"BioWeb gppearsto be two separate entities,” | said. "The front organization isinvolved in pure
biomedica research. Employeeslike Chdice Deacroix are unaware that their work isbeing utilized for
biowegpon devel opment behind the scenes. Chalice told me that she'sworking on the genetic triggersto
the aging process. A little while ago | waslistening to a conversation between Béthory and some guy she
caled 'Generd' where they discussed a'Greyware Project’ and another called 'Operation Blackout.'
Recently theres been alocal strain of the flu killing a disproportionate number of blacksin the
community.”

"What about old people?!

"Firgt thing | looked for. Asusud, theres dways a higher mortdlity rate among the e derly with every
new strain of influenza. But nothing disproportionate to the death curvesfor previous years."

"Maybeit isn't perfected yet.”

| shook my head. "Béthory spoke of work on an antidote. | think the virus has been engineered but
the cureisn't ready, yet. They're not ready to let the chimeraout of the lab until they can be sure of their
own immunity. | think they've engaged in open-air testing of the second virus because they're not
concerned about avaccine."

The truck suddenly fishtailed onto the shoulder as M ontrose stood on the brakes and swore.

"They're targeting the black population and aren't worried about a cure because the people doing this
don't think they need one?"



Like | said, you never knew what attachments the undead might form with the community
around them.

"Which could be thefirst glimmer of good newswe can pull out of thismorass,” | said, nodding.

The expression on Montrose's face shifted from passve horror to awillingnessto make alittle active
horror on hisown. "What the hell are you saying, boy?"

"The people behind this need a vaccine to protect themsalves againgt avirustailored to be fatd to the
elderly. If they're not worried about protecting themsalves from amutant strain that targets blacks then
they're not likely to be legitimate military. Even covert ops has been racidly diversefor along time.”

"So were back to private militia backing with an al-white membership?’ The hodility in hisfaceand
voice ramped back down to bitter anger.

"Yeah," | said, "the KKK wearing kamouflage."

* * %
"Mosquito delivery?' he was asking asweturned in a my driveway.
"Why not?' | said, peering up at the dark, swaying forms of mimosas and willows beyond the
headlights. " They've been working on genetic manipulation of—shit! "
Bubbawas baffled. "Geneticaly modified excrement?'
| pointed at the swaying shrubbery that wasn't shrubbery after al. "We've got company.”

Montrose took in the congregation of corpses assembled in my front yard. " You've got company,
son; I'm just thetaxi service." He pulled up and attempted to turn in to the circle drive. It was dow going
asthe corpsesin hisway were alittle dow in granting right-of-way.

"Oh, man," | groaned, "1 do not need thisright now!"

"Got that right!" He tapped the horn a one particularly dow stiff. ™Y ou've got five minutesto get in,
grab, and get back out! I'm out of herein ten, with or without you—Mama Samm be damned.”

| opened the door and sent afresh roll of saw-toothed agony through my arm as| tried to exit
without unbuckling my shoulder harnessfirgt. Hitting the ground on the second attempt, | pushed my way
up to the porch and turned around to address the crowd. "What do you people want?' | yelled.

They swayed like agrove of saplingsin thewind and in amass voice that fluttered like a breeze they
whispered: "Jusssticcee. . ."

Oh God.
| didn't havetimefor this.
And dl thetimein the world wouldn't make any difference.

If there redly was a Baron Samedi, | was going to hunt him down someday and serioudy kick his
ass.

"Go home," | said wearily. "I can't help you."

"Jusssticeee. . " they sighed.

It wasn't fair. Y ou sumbled and fought and bled your way though life with only the hope of rest and
heaven and reward once you were done with it all. Why were the dead coming back?

And why were they coming to me?

It just wasnt fair!

Toany of us.

"Jusssticcee. . " they repeated.

| put my hands on my hipsand bellowed back: "Thereisno Justice!" My voice cracked on the last
gyllableand | felt asif something were bresking down deep inside, aswell. "No Justice in thislifel And,
from the look of things, no Jugticein the life beyond!"

"Baaarrronnn . . ." they murmured.



"l am not your baron!" | yelled. "I can not help you. No one can help you! Go back to your graves
and your tombs! Go back into the silence and the darkness! Seep! Find your peacein oblivion! There's
nothing | can do—"

"Y ou'rewrong," whispered afeathery voice near my waist. | looked down and found one of my
previous, deceased visitors: the dead boy who was now much closer to resembling a puffy, white
mushroom than he had during hislast vigit. Behind him were the morta remains (and not so much of them
now) of his companions:. the facelesswoman, Mr. Jaw-be-gone, and Kandi Fenoli, the Houdini of the
parish homicide division.

"What?'

"Y ou make justice where you can, when you can.” Thekid nodded at the chinless corpse: " Chuck?'

Mr. Jaw-be-gone stepped up onto the porch, carrying a sack, and the other cadavers moved back,
clearing an open patch of concrete. He stooped and spilled the contents of that sack onto the cement,
making awhite, crystalline mound that glowed with afaint blue luminescence in the moonlight.

St

"Y ou make justice through one soul at atime," the boy said.

As Chinless Chuck stepped back, the faceless woman spoke, sounding like an ancient steam pipe:
"Barrronnnn . . . you mussst level thepile. . . ssssspppread the ssssdltttt . . "

A moment ago | had been defiant. Anger formed in hopel essness, forged in hel plessness, was dready
fading. | knelt obediently and leveled the mound into a smooth plain of white powder.

"Kandi?' the boy called.

| moved back asthe handless girl stepped forward.

Again, asbefore, she dipped her toe into the salt and began to draw lines, making grooved lettersin
the grainy page of my porch. Thefirst three | etters were the same as before: an H, an O, and aW. Then
three more followed in quick and sure succession asif she had practiced for thismoment: an A, an R,
and aD. Then asecond line began and | could see that she wasn't asking a question but, rather, reveding
aname. The pae cast of moonlight and the shadowy forms around me madeit difficult to read but then
the porch light came on and the letters clarified in their shallow trenches.

HOWARD
IGER
black Chevy van
2109 Boudreaux
Skes, La
basement

The toe stopped.
Kandi Fenoli stepped back.

| looked up at her shadowed face. "Isthisthe one?' | asked, my heart acold lump of lead in my
frozen chest. My own soldier's heart. "He did thisto you, didn't he?"

She nodded. Once.
If thereisaGod, | thought, He must be an absentee landlord.
Thefront door opened. Terry-cal-me-T peeked out. "Sam?'

| stood up and turned to my wide-eyed houseguest. As| did | saw afamiliar red firefly dance across
the doorframe and disappear into my shadow.

A giant fist dammed into my back, knocking me across the threshold and damming meinto Terry
with the force of abattering ram. We both smacked into the vestibule wall and she went down benesth



me.

| didn't think her eyes could get any bigger but | was wrong. Her mouth opened but no sound came
out. | tried to lift mysdlf off of her, but my arms had lost their strength and my legstheir feding. | had to
roll to the side, flopping onto my back, and push mysaf up on shaky elbows.

Theworld logt its momentum.

Timedowed.

Moments became a succession of freeze-frames.

Even as deegp shock probed my brain with muzzy fingers, my body was ramping up into preternatural
battle-mode. Unfortunately, my legs had gone on weekend furlough.

| heard the door open on Montrose's truck and his head appeared above the cab. "What
happened?' he called, hisvoice distorted into abassy drawl.

Beyond his shoulder, something flashed in the branches of one of the trees. Wide-eyed, | stared in
disbelief asasmall rocket whooshed toward the pickup in do-mo.

My heightened reflexes gave mejust enough timeto yel: "LAW!

Master Sergeant William Robert Montrose, who had last seen action in 1865, couldn't know what a
Light Antitank Weapon was. And even if he had, he could not have cleared the truck in time. The front
yard turned the color of hisred-orange dashboard lights and agust of hot wind threw me down the hall.

It took me amoment to shake off the disorientation from my double battering. As| oriented mysdlf |
discovered that | had asmall holein my back and alarger onein my front. Judging from the dignment, |
probably didn't have aliver any more. Curioudy, there was no pain, just numbed discomfort and hazy
exhaugtion. | turned back toward Terry and saw that she had been flung onto her side, where it seemed
asif alarge carnivore had taken abite. Her shirt wasin rags, oozing raw, bloody hamburger and nubs of
white bone where her pelvis and ribcage had been shattered. She blinked once. Twice. Stretched her
arm toward me. Opened her mouth. No words came, only afreshet of blood. Her eyes stayed open but
her body suddenly relaxed and her gaze went past me, focused on eternity.

Shadows appeared on therailing, flickering play of yellow, red, and orange lights on the curtains and
hallway walls. They moved like parodies of human beings, their distorted forms shrinking astheir sources
drew closer to the door and windows, backlit by Bubba's burning truck. | flopped over and began
dragging mysdlf deeper into the house.

Footsteps sounded behind me and the odor of cooked and spoiled mesat heralded the presence of
my ghastly supplicants.

"Baron,” said thesmall, familiar voice of the dead boy. "L et ushelp you."

Outside, someone began yelling. The deep tones of concern suddenly pitched into a higher register of
terror. Abruptly, the shrieking was cut off.

"Wewill protect you, Baron."

"Y ou can't protect me," | gasped. "Otherswill be coming.”

"What would you have us do?'

"Get meto the phonewhilel can ill talk.”

Spongy fingers grasped my arms. My wounded biceps had barely knitted, and | groaned as| was
lifted and carried to the chair by the phone. Swollen hands, withered fingers assisted me in unknotting my
tie and dipping off my ruined jacket. Folding the torn and stained materid into abulky pad, | pressed it
againg the exit wound in my abdomen as skeletal phalanges secured it with my necktie, re-knotted about
my wag.

"There should be some blood in thefridge," | gasped. "Bring it to me, please.” | didn't know what

good it would do: | had dready lost more than twice that amount through my sniper'swound and | was
dtill leaking. | picked up the receiver and, after threetries, managed to dia 9-1-1 correctly.



"Nine-one-one," avoice answered, "please Sate the nature of your emergency.”
"I'd liketo report amurder.” My own?

"Y our name and the number you're calling from, Sir?" 1t was standard procedure, even though my call
was being recorded and the Cdller 1D was expected to log my telephone number. In amoment they'd
redizethat | had filtered the ID trace on my phone.

"I'm going to give you the identity of the man who murdered ayoung woman named Kandi Fenali.
Her body was found in Winn Parish aweek or so ago.”

"Have you contacted the authoritiesin Winn Parish, Sir?!

"Listen closdy!" | heard aclick over the line and guessed that they had dready started atrace. "Her
murderer's name is Howard Iger. Helives at 2109 Boudreaux in Sikes, Louisana. He drives a black
Chevy van. Tell the copsto get a search warrant and check his basement. Got that?!

"How do you—"

Of course an anonymous phone tip wasn't going to convince ajudge to fork over a search warrant
but, now that the local constabulary had a name and an address, it would probably be just a matter of
timeand alittle legwork. | dammed the receiver down and grabbed the half-empty blood bags that were
offered. Therewasn't nearly enough and | spilled some of that trying to get it to my mouth with shaky
hands. It was cold and greasy-tasting and my stomach cramped asit went down. | couldn't be surethat it
was doing any good at dl.

"Baon..."

| looked up at the dead boy and found | was having trouble focusing my eyes. "I'm just aman, son.
Only aman.”

"Y ou are more than aman, Y our Excellency. Y ou are the Adjudicator for the Dead. Kandi says she
canrest now . . . that four others can rest now. And that many more will be saved because of what you
have done."

"I made an anonymous phone cdl.”
"We have no voice in therealm of theliving. Y ou are our voice. Speaker for the Dead.”

"Great. Vampire enclaves from both coasts are after me and now Orson Scott Card is going to sue
my ass. Can it get any worse?'

My question was answered by multiple burps of automatic wegponsfire. The living room windows
shattered and a couple of corpses afew feet away went down, cut in two. Normally that would just be a
colorful exaggeration but some of these guys had been dead so long that a decent kick would scatter
them to the winds. | looked down and realized sadly that there was no way | was ever getting al of them
out of my carpet.

A grenade came sailing through the broken window. A half-dozen corpses piled on likeit wasa
loose fumble a the New Orleans Superdome. A muffled crump and | was picking other people's scalps
out of my own.

"That was arhetorical question, dammit!" | hauled out my Glock and tried to stand. "That'sal | can
stands, | can't sandsno more!™ A couple of spastic attempts and it was painfully evident that | couldn't
stand anymore.

"Please, Baron!" The kid put a half-cooked hand on the gun'sbarrel. "Y ou cannot help usif you
become one of us." His clothes were smoking and alarge, twisted shard of metd jutted from his back.

Other arms encircled me, helped me up asthe dead boy pulled the Glock from my trembling fingers.
"l have asafe room in the basement,” | mumbled. "Help me down the stairsand | can lock mysdf in."

But they steered me past the door to the basement and into the kitchen. Small armsfire rattled from
the front of the house and the crump of another grenade echoed as they opened the back door.
Something—maybe someone—was down on the ground with aknot of ruined corpses huddled atop,



struggling asif to contain an extremely powerful man reduced to mindless hysteria. | lost ashoe and il
could not fed the ground against my toes as my feet dragged nervelessy between my dead supporters
strides. Down the hill we went and then down into the dark waters of Gris Bayou. | felt the cold bite of
the water from adistance asit reached my knees.

Then | was hoisted up and over into apirogue. The sound of gunfire was closer but | couldn't see
anything lying facedown in the tiny boat.

"Go with God," murmured a hoarse, new voice.

"Thereisno God," | whispered into the weathered planking as| felt a shove and the skipping rhythm
of wavelets gtriking the prow asit moved out into the main channd of the bayou.

My forward momentum was spent in amatter of moments. Now | was a Sitting duck. Without wind
or oars, thereisno actua current in abayou unless you count inches-per-hour as actua movement. Ina
few minutes, Lieutenant Birkme ster's boys and Countess Béthory's hounds were going to reach the
backyard. Then the only redl question would be: bullets, grenades, or swim out here and haul me back
in?

Using thelast vestiges of my strength, | raised mysdf up enough to hook my right arm over the
gunwale. | scooped at the water with my hand and was gratified that the pirogue's shallow draft actualy
alowed me some leeway. Unfortunately, one-sided paddling was a so bringing me about, turning me
back toward the shore. If | paddled long and hard enough | could probably execute severd watery
doughnuts before BioWeb's troops arrived to play Sink The Bismarck.

My head was beginning to spin again. As| brought my hand out of the water, a head bobbed to the
surface.

A very pretty head.
Attached to lovely white shoulders.
The dark waters hid the rest.

Her eyeswere sad and haunted. And just as green as her long hair that flowed down the sides of her
dfinface

"Helo," | sad. "Do you know the aguane?'

She smiled sadly and awhite arm came up out of the water and grasped the rope that dangled from
the pirogue's bow.

A sudden sguel ching sound accompanied arow of geysersthat stitched the water nearby.

"Go away, Honey; you're gonna get hurt if you hang around here. Shoo. Scat.”

She ducked back under the water and | couldn't hold my head up any longer. | lay back down, my
face resting in damp bilge that hadn't been there moments before. Either the boat was leaking or | was
bleeding out even faster now.

Either way, it didn't make much difference.
| closed my eyes and sank into watery darkness.



Chapter Eighteen

The roaring beats against my ears, my skin, shivering and shaking my body, filling my head
until | fear it must burst!

If I concentrate on the flames, | can almost forget the crowd, can almost believe the roaring
comes fromthe great fire, alone. . .

That | amalone. . .

The faceless one comes, his head enclosed in a lopsided cone of dark leather. | try to seethe
color of his eyes but the eyeholes reveal nothing but deeper shadows. | ook down and see theiron
pincersin his massive hands, its curved and sharpened ends glowing a dull, cherry red like the
baleful eyes of deep-dwelling demons from Hell.

| force my gaze away—away from the executioner and the judges. Away from the accusers
and witnesses. Away from the coming horror . . .

A horror like that which | wielded when | took my turn beneath the castle as de facto judge, witness,
and executioner . . . tormenting Her unwilling guests while She looked on, seemingly apart yet morethe
participant than we who wielded the whips, the pincers, theirons, and the blades at Her will.

At Her pleasure.

The otherswill hold their tongues despite this final, excruciating injustice. Erzs has escaped
their net, so far, but | think she will not live long. She is doomed as we all are for having come
under the Witch's spell.

Our dark Mistress maintains Her hold over us ill, though Her bloody reign of terror hasall come
unraveled and we have been bound with the chains with which we once played. She formed our answers
as the questions were asked and the heated irons were gpplied like lovers kisses, subtle, intimate, then
ardent . ..

Even the countess, shackled not with chains but with stone and mortar, high in her dark
tower—but | cannot dwell upon thislast, great injustice.

Shewill not let me, Hill.
The secret will die behind our blackened lips.
The secret will only be told by the blood, the blood that has no voice of its own.

| turn back to the fire and stare into its shimmering depths. The fireisall. The flamesfill my
field of vision as they fill the town square. The screaming starts and the world begins to burn.

Thefireisall.

* * %
Some say theworld will endinfire,
Others, ice.
Perhaps there was a third dternative: water. Not too cold, not too warm. But dark. And something



akin to desolate nothingness.

My return to consciousness was like areversa of my descent into its watery depths. | was abubble
trapped under layers of dark slt and mud. Slowly, drowslly, | dipped the confines of my premature buria
and began to rise, ascending through the heavier strata of cold, dim waters and moving toward the light
and warmth that lay just beyond the surface, high above.

As| ascended, the murky, muffled sounds resolved into voices—clarified—until | could findly
distinguish words and phrases. Then sentences.

Although the water was warmer and clearer, now, | ill had awaysto go. My eyeswould not yet
obey my desire to open.

But | could listen now.

So | lay quietly and listened to my first sermon on the other side of the grave.

"You have heard it said that God isan angry God, a vengeful God! That He delights in punishing
the wicked and destroying the evildoer !"

It was a strong voice, apowerful voice. But it became soft and gentle a heartbest | ater.

"I know that you say in your hearts: 'l am wicked! | am an evildoer!" And you believe that you are
damned because fearful men, ignorant men, men with no lovein their own hearts, have told you so!"

Near the surface now, | cracked my eyelids abare diver and squinted againgt the harsh whiteness
that seared my eyes.

"These same men, out of the darknessin their own minds, the fear in their own hearts, would
presume to endave you—to shackle you to their own fears, their own darkness! In you, they seethe
reflection of their own evil, their own sin and corruption, and they have made you into spiritua
scapegoats—the sin-eatersfor their twisted purposes”

My eydidstwitched and | began to bear abit more brightness, now.

Again the voice thundered, "I say to you, do not fear the judgment of men! That iswhat has endaved
you! Endaved your fathersl And your fathers fathers, going al the way back to the ancient timed! Itis
not by men that you will be ultimately judged, but by God! It is God's judgment that matters and not the
fearful imaginings of ignorant men. And some of you should understand this al too well because some of
you were once fearful and ignorant men. And women."

| lay on my back. Above me flared apanoramaof white. Hickering white.

"Now, now that you should know better, you are still held hostage to the fear and ignorance of those
who cannot see beyond the grave!”

| saw seamsin the whiteness. . . ftitches. . .

"Do you truly believe that you are beyond redemption? Consider the words of Paul, an Apostle of
Jesus, called Messiah by the Chrigtian sects. 'Thereis no one righteous, not even one; thereis no one
who understands, no one who seeks God. All have turned away, they have together become worthless,

thereis no one who does good, not even one. Their throats are open graves, their tongues practice
deceit...""

Shadows of limbs and moss-draped branches danced, faded, and reappeared across the whiteness
with the shifting paiterns of light.

" "The poison of vipersison their lips. Their mouths are full of cursing and bitterness. Their feet are
swift to shed blood; ruin and misery mark their ways, and the way of peace they do not know.' "

The voice paused dramatically, then continued: " Paul goes on to say that ‘al have sinned and fall short
of theglory of God." "

| turned my head and saw that my canopied ceiling descended to the floor in swooping drapes and
folds. | wasinsdeatent.

"Have you done evil?' the voice asked. "Well, let metdl you that you are in good company!"



| wasn't sure about my afterlife theology. | might hear ssermonsinHell . . . but would | see tents?

"Thisbook that | hold in my hands contains averitableroll cal of evildoers This Paul, the Apostle of
Jesus, whom | just quoted amoment ago, went around arresting and executing Chrigtians with a
viciousness that made him hated and feared throughout his country. He held hisfriend's coat and watched
in utter indifference while the man was put to death. And, when hefinaly repented of the evil that he had
done, he had to change his name and assume anew identity, so utterly fearful was hisreputation in the
land™

| looked down and examined my blanket-wrapped body. It lay upon a canvas and wood-frame cot.
Asfa asl could tell, | ill had aphysica body and it ached like hell. Again, the theological rules
regarding corpored existence were unclear. Was| ill dive?

"Remember the story of Moses? Moses was amurderer! Before his exile into the wilderness and his
destiny on Mount Sinai, hekilled an Egyptian with his bare handsl Not by accident, not in self-defense,
but in amurderous rage—arage not unlike that crimson tide of fury that has swept many of usto violent
actsin our own circumstances!

"Solomon was an adulterer. His daddy, King David, was dways getting into trouble on that front and
even ordered his best friend on asuicide mission so he could possess the man's wife without
complications! How'sthat for cold?!

Asamatter of fact, | was cold. The blankets kept some of the chill at bay, but | didn't generate
enough body hest for the blanketsto trap it effectively.

"The prophet Jonah defied God. Jonah! Sent on amission by his God, he effectively said: "The Hell
with this' He defied God and abandoned his mission! Ran away from hisresponshbilities! Not because
hewas afraid for hislife, not because it wastoo difficult! He ran away because he was afraid the people
he was supposed to preach to . . . might be converted!

"He didn't want them to be saved! He wanted them to suffer! He wanted them to be damned to
eternd hdlfirel Now what kind of evil isthat?'

| worked on unwrapping the blankets. Whoever had tucked mein had done abang-up job of it. | felt
like amoth seeking premature release from its cocoon.

"Peter. The Apostle Peter. What a disappointment!”

Whilethe"Sermonin Hell" scenario seemed lessand lesslikely with every spasm toward
wakefulness, it seemed pretty clear that | hadn't fallen into the hands of the 700 Club, either. Nope, not
the sort of materiad one would expect from Graham, Falwell, Robertson, or Swaggert. And definitely not
in the province of those TV evangdists with the gold furniture and the lady who looked like the love child
of Dolly Parton and Tammy Faye Baker.

"Peter who isal noise and thunder when it comes to proclaiming Jesus asthe Messiah," the voice
continued, "suddenly loses his spine and denies that he even knows this man! Not once, not twice, but
three, count 'em, three different timesl How's that for eternal damnation”? Denying the Son of God!"

| managed to work an arm free and then lay quietly, waiting for the room—er, tent—to stop spinning.
"Except the New Testament doesn't say anything about Peter being damned!”

|—and, presumably, some unseen audience—endured another dramatic pause. The tent seemed to
ginalittleless. "So what is the message here?' the voice continued quietly. "It'savery powerful one.”

| noticed afamiliar qudity to the voice when it spoke softly—I had heard it somewhere before. |
couldn't quite put my finger on it but, in my present condition, | wasjust as unlikely to come up with my
own telephone number.

"The message issmply this: the great men and women in the Bible, by and large, were guilty of greet
wrongs! They sinned on both Sdes of the aide: the snsof ‘commission’; and thesnsof ‘omisson.’
But—in spite of their failings, their fears, their acts of disobedience or destruction, even their acts of
evil—God used them! In fact, God blessed them!



"Oh, there were struggles and consequences, to be sure. But the scripture says 'Nothing can separate
usfromtheloveof God!""

| worked my other arm free and was gratified to see that, while the tent'sinterior continued to revolve
dowly, the revolutions didn't increase in speed.

"Do you believe that you are damned for dl eternity? Do you redly believe that you are beyond the
forgiveness of Eternity?'

A large shadow darkened on the wall of the tent, shrank and darkened as someone approached.

"The Bible saysthat thereis only one sin that isunforgivable! Only one sin that isunpardonable! Itis
not murder! Itis not denying the Son of God! These sins, though not inconsiderablein their
consequences, are not beyond the possibility of redemption.” The voice dropped in volume and then
continued softly: "No, the only sin that the Bible claims as being beyond God's mercy is—"

Lost as someone swept the tent flap aside, the tiff canvas making the sound of a colossus striding
about in gigantic corduroy pants. Three women entered, the last pulling the flap closed behind her.

"Ah. Youreawake| see" said thefirgt, an older woman with a scattering of long, dark hair amid the
predominant gray. She could have been in her latefifties or early sixties—assuming she was human.
Actudly, shedid look human, and more than alittle Amerind, but | had long since learned to not go with
my firs impressons.

The woman just behind her |eft shoulder appeared younger, taler, and plumpish. Shewore glasses
and had akerchief bound over her long, dark hair. The woman standing just beyond the first woman's
right shoulder was smdller, roundish, with dark hair and skin tones evidencing Hispanic origins. All were
dressed smilarly in blue jeans, tee shirts, and sneakers. If they were the Three Fatesthey were
remarkably casua dressers.

"How are you feding?' Fate Number Two asked pleasantly.
"LikeHd1?" | croaked.

"Well," said Fate Number One, "youll fed better in abit. Well do asesson, with your permission,
and Father Pat will be collecting communion shortly."

| wanted to ask: "A session?' Then: "Father Pat?' And before | could even get my mouth open:
"Communion?' Instead | bypassed dl three and asked: "Wheream |7

They dl looked at each other and Fate Number One asked, "Where are we, girls? I'm afraid |
haven't been paying attention lately and lost track.”

Fates Two and Three exchanged expressions of bemused befuddlement and shrugged.

"The swamps," said Two.

"There aren't exactly any Streets, addresses, or postal drops out here," added Three.

"We move about on aregular basis," concluded One.

| sghed. "So, | guessI'm il dive.”

The oldest one chuckled and her eyes crinkled up into a dozen smiling creases but her words chilled
me: "Not necessarily . . . your auraisal wrong."

"My wha?'

"And your chakras are al running backwards," chimed in Number Three,
"Angela" Number One scolded.

"Well, they are.”

"Reading someone's aura from across the room isone thing,” One continued, "but we don't do scans
until we have permission.”

"But | didn't scan him—not redlly. | can seeit from here! Can't you, Lynne?!
Number Two cocked her head and looked me up and down. Or, more accurately, from one end to



the other as | waslying down. "Nooo," she said dowly with adight shake of her head, "I need closer
proximity to hisenergy field in order to visuaize the patterns of flow . . . but hisaura. . ."

"Itisunusud, isnt it, girls?* One remarked.
"I've never seen anything likeit!" Angela breathed.
"Except for thetime," added Lynne, "that Brother Mike—"

"Ladies" One sternly admonished, "we are being rude.” Sheturned her attention back to me.
"Forgive us our nattering. We would liketo help you but first we must ask your permission.”

"My permisson?’ | croaked.

"To do ascan,” Angelaeaborated.

"And adjust your energy fields," Lynne added.

"If we can," Number One amended.

"Marilyn!?" the other two gasped, asif she had suggested something unthinkable.

"Well, look at him," Marilyn said matter-of-factly. "He actudly hasthree distinct auras. I'm betting
that his chakras don't total the requisite number either. Tell me, friend; are you dive, dead, or undead?

| shook my head, causing the tent walls to take a quarter-turn about me: "I honestly don't know."

She nodded, thoughtfully. "Well, you've got holesin your aurasthat | could drive atruck through.
With your permission, welll attempt to close those gaps and rebaance your ki.”

"Anything to make the room stop pinning.”

Marilyn nodded and the three ladies took their positions at my head, my feet, and my side. Hands
were extended, turned palms down, and then floated over my body afew inches away from actual
contact. Asde from aseriesof "hmmm"'s, asigh, and acouple of "now that'sinteresting,” the tent was
quiet for atime.

"Angdaisright,” One—e—Marilyn said after aprolonged silence. "I count fourteen definable
chakras—doublings actually—and three, hmmm, | don't know—para-chakras? And more than half of
them are running backwards!"

"Isthat bad?' | asked, starting to raise my head. The tent started to shift to theright so | lay back and
closed my eyes.

"Not necessarily," answered Marilyn'svoice. "'If you were completely human, your energy flows
would be completely out of whack—you'd be one very sick puppy.”

"Voila" | said, making awesk gesture with my hand.

"But you're not human,” she continued. "Aside from the evidence in your multiple auras and chakras,
you smply would not have lived three minutes after being gut shot the way you were—never mind
surviving these past two days.”

"Two days?' | murmured.

"And not just survived," she continued, "but begun to headl. Wiggle your toes."

| complied asbest | could, though my feet felt numb and far away.

"See? Already your severed spina cord has begun to knit.”

| pushed past that surpriseto ask about my liver.

"I'd stay away from hard liquor for another week or two but you could probably crack a bottle of
winetomorrow."

| doubted that | would be up for much of anything by tomorrow but | learned along time ago to not
argue with onée's nurses.

Unless, of course, the topic was bedpans.
"S0, to answer your question . . . we don't know."



"Um," | said, "you don't know what?'

"Whether half your chakras running backward isagood thing or abad thing," Lynne answered, her
eyebrows performing a series of merry pliés.

"Normaly we would work on reversing the vortexes that are turning counterclockwise," Angela
explaned.

"But norma is not the operative word here," | croaked.

"And becauseit isn't," Marilyn eaborated, "we might end up undoing some aspects of
your—ah—rather unique metabolism.”

"Hey," | sad, "if it putsme back onanormd diet, I'm dl for it."

"Wadll, thereisthat. But I'm more concerned that we might switch off whatever energy pattern that's
dammed shut Death's Door and is currently keeping it triple-bolted, padlocked, and barred. Y ou're on
the mend—but becoming human at this stage of the process could till befata.”

| thought about that.

| thought about the fact that | had cheated death more than once.

That living on borrowed time awaysinvolved heavy interest pendties down the road.
That living as amongter was only defensible when you'd tried every other dternative.
And maybe not even then.

"I'll take that chance," | said findly. "Take your best shot: make me normd.”

"What about Father Pat?' Angelaasked.

"We probably should ask him, first," Lynne agreed.

"Mr. Cs§the has made his choice,” Marilyn answered. "It is his life. We must respect hiswishes.”
The others nodded and, once again, al extended their hands, palms down.

"How come everybody seemsto know my real name?' | murmured.

"Lynne, take hisfeet and ground him."

| wasn't sure what she was doing down there but the numbnessin my lower extremities began to
work itsway toward my head.

"Father Pat?" | mumbled. "Any chance he's available to grant absolution?”

"Areyou Catholic?' | couldn't tell who was speaking now as tendrils of Novocain had started to
tickle the underside of my brain.

"Nooo . . ." The Novocain had aready established abeachhead in my lipsand tongue. "Juslike ta
keep my basssesss coverrredd.”

"Well, neither is Father Pat. But I'm sure he—"
Whatever e sewas said, | was beyond hearing it.

* * %

Everywhere | look | see a crucifix.

Preacher Hebler would approve. Not only have my personal chambers been stripped of every
luxury of the flesh, the walls and door s have been adorned with a hundred and more crosses—the
Christian symbols of torment and death. The priests and magistrate tell me that they will serve as
a constant reminder of the God whose laws | have violated in every way imaginable. That they
are there to turn each waking minute to reflection and penitence. That although there can be no
hope of forgivenessin thisworld or the next, perhaps some good may be achieved by surrounding
me with the sigils of the only willing sacrifice of blood, the only holy use for which the elixir of life
is sanctioned.

But that is mere sanctimonious posturing: | know why my walls have sprouted a veritable
forest of Christ-trees. The so-called Holy Father of the Romans has blessed each and they hope



that these sacred objects will reinforce the earthen strength of timber and stone to hold mein this
place. The peasants pray that | will be bound here beyond my sorcerous powers to squeeze
through the dlitted windows and fly upon the midnight vapors to seek more prey.

They need not fear.

Not myself, at least.

Even should timber crack and stone crumble, | am held here by a dark power more terrible
than they can yet understand. They believe that they are safe now that | am "bound.” But it is not

their strength alone that prevailed against us. And it will not serve them against Cachtice's
Power.

| shall make the motions and the mumblings of atonement. Who knows, perhaps | am not so
damned as they think. Are the children worthy of the same degree of guilt as the adult who
parents them?

| shall repent of my dark artistries. . . but, before | do, | shall make this one last spell.

A conjuring of the blood.

| shall bind the truth in my own blood that it may speak for me yet.

| shall send that binding through the blood, blood unto blood.

Someday, the issue of my blood shall reclaim my name. | do not believe it shall be through my
children, Pal, Anna, Ursula, or Katelin. The Witch'sreach islong and my grandchildren—Ferenc,
Anna, Maria, Erzso, and Janos—may not exceed Her awful grasp.

In exchange for my silence, She promised to not touch my family unto the forth generation.
She has even named them though they are as yet many years unborn: Ferenc, Nicholas, Pal,
Antal, Michael, Tamas, Elisabeth Christine, Anna Teresia, Maria Magdolna, Orsolya, Juliana,
Klara, llona, Zsigmond, Kata, Gregory, and the two Lazos.

My issue beyond that may be hidden even from Her as the fate of my own, illegitimate
daughter is hidden from me.

Srange that | should remember her now, as | have not thought of her since | wed Ferenc. So
many years ago! She was taken from my fourteen-year-old breast, the issue of a summer dalliance
with a beautiful peasant boy. A year later | was the mistress of Cachtice and wife to the Black
Hero of Hungary. Though legitimately born and of noble pedigree, our children may not be so
pure as that nameless, lost daughter of my childhood. Perhaps the witch does not ken her
existence and it shall be her anonymous legacy that delivers my message.

| cannot see what my dark Mistress sees. But | make this spell and bind the truth through my
blood to be passed from one generation unto the next.

Until those bindings shall be loosed for Truth's sake. . .

* % %

| ascended into consciousness more abruptly thistime, not as abubble but as a drowning swimmer,
choking on the flood of water . . .

... of blood that filled my throat and flowed over my lips, dribbling down my chin.
"Careful,” said avoice, "you're giving him too much. Give him achanceto swalow.”

| turned my face away, Sputtered, and spat the thick, viscousliquid out while abit more dribbled
down my cheek and jaw. | coughed and felt my heart legp within my chest.

| reached up to wipe my face and found my arm moved with astrength | had forgotten | could
pOSSEss.

"How areyou feding, Mr. Cs§the?' asked the familiar voice.

| opened my eyes and looked at the strange, discomforting visage that was somehow familiar.

"l know you from somewhere. . ." | whispered.



Henodded. "St. Mark's, the other night. Y ou were looking for awhore.” He laughed at what must
have been the expression on my face. "The Whore of Babylon," he elaborated. "Or maybe you were
looking for Elizabeth B&hory."

"Who areyou?'

He amiled adeath's-head grin and | finally realized what wasn't quite right about his complexion from
our first meeting. Thelight, here, was different than the chapd at St. Mark's but his pallor remained
ashen, aluminescent gray.

"Cadll me Father Pat; everyone €lse does.”

"Maybel should call you the 'lat€’ Father Pat." Among other things | was discovering that my
near-death experiences weren't improving my manners.

He chuckled, seemingly unoffended, and nodded. "We have much in common, Chris. We have both
been touristsin that undiscover'd country—"

"—from whose bourne no traveler returns? Well, the border seemsto have been left open for some
time now and nobody's checking passports.”

The bowl was pushed toward my face and | looked up. "Jeepers creepers: Lurch in afright wig!"

Whilethe giant leaning over me actudly did bear a passing resemblanceto Ted Cassidy (not Carel
Struyken or John DeSantis), hisface was as preternaturaly pae asthe shaggy white hair that framed it.
Thefeatures were strong, asif a sculptor had intended to create an eagle or ahawk in white onyx and
then changed his mind and tried for arough approximation of a human being. The massive brow kept the
eyesin shadow, the nose jutted and curved like an insolent beak, and the mouth was aditted cleft in
impassve stone.

Father Pat cleared histhroat. "Thisis Brother Michadl."

Massive white hands clutched the golden bowl with its bloody repast. They offered the bowl again.

"Um, not redly thirsty, big guy. Maybe you should pop that back in the fridge."

"Please," said Father Pat. ™Y ou need it. And you shouldn't waste the gift of life: it will go bad soon.”

"Won't wedl. Wheredid it come from?"

"It isalove offering from the congregation.”

"The congregation? It's human blood?' | don't know why | was surprised; by al rights | should never
be surprised by anything ever again.

"Some of my congregants are human, yes. And it was given fredy and specificdly for you."

"l—I can't accept this," | said, staring down into its crimson depths. Sdiva started to flood my mouth.

"Y ou would refuse more than the gift of life, fredy given," he said, hisvoice beyond serious and
suddenly edging into—what? Ponderoudly prescient? ™Y ou would be handicapping your rolein the
battle that isto come.”

"Batle?'

He nodded and his eyes seemed focused on something outside the frame of time and space. "The
forces of Darkness are preparing to roll across the lands of the living. Unless she is stopped, the Whore
of Babylon will put on her red dress, drenched in the blood of the innocent, and open the Fifth Sedl. The
end time plagues will beloosed upon the earth and will hasten the Day of Fina Judgment for al of
Mankind."

An dectric shiver worked itsway down my spine but | suppressed it with amedicinal dose of
annoyance and said: "Why ismy drinking some blood so dl-fired important in the grand scheme of the
Apocalypse?"

Father Pat appeared to consider for amoment and then said, " There was another man who
questioned the necessity of certain sacrifices. He sad: 'If possible, let this cup pass from—'"

"Whoa! Whoa, whoa whoa!" | pushed the covers back and swung my legs over the side of the cot.



"I may not be abeiever anymore—maybe more of a secular unhumanist—but you're serioudy edging
into blasphemy, herel" A hand grenade of pain went off in my middie and | sagged back against my
pillow.

"l am not anybody's Great Undead Hope," | said, alittle more carefully. "1 am not aleader, aLoa, a
messiah, or agenera! | am just aguy trying to make sense out of a universe that keeps changing the
rules”

"Weadl are," Father Pat said agreeably. "But fate and circumstance call usto greatness out of need,
not because we're ready and willing to answer the call.”

"Yeah?Wdl: ring, ring . . . what'sthat? . . . nobody answering? Guess we'd better keep working our
way through the phone book."

"Perhapsif you understood—" he began.

"Let metdl youwhat | understand . . ." The stress of the past few days, the repressed grief for the
liveslost, my most recent trip to the edge of death and back were combining to fuel adesperate rage.
"When | wasakid in Sunday school they told me | had to pay for my sins. Okay, that seemsfair. What
doesn't seem fair iswhen | keep getting the bill for somebody else's crap! Well, check returned,
insufficient funds: | am closing out al my accounts! Y ou want someone to do battle with the Powers of
Darkness? Go recruit the WWF! Héll, | can't even wear spandex without getting arash!”

A scream split the momentary silence as| drew breath. A second later the tent flap was pulled aside
and aface that was half-human, half-wolf appeared in the opening. "Father Pat!" it growled. "Come
quickly! It's hgppening again!”

Pat jumped up. "Michadl, bring the Roman Ritua and the holy water! Hurry!" He ducked through the
flaps and was gone in ahuman heartbest.

The giant hunchback stooped over me and gently, but firmly, pressed the bowl into my hands. His
face waslike carved stone, not quite human yet gently reassuring in its stony calmness and resolve. He
turned and shuffled like someone unaccustomed to walking, bowing deeply for his humped shouldersto
clear the tent's human-sized opening. Then he was gone, aswell.

Chapter Nineteen

| dept badly and awoke often. It was, however, adight improvement over the aternative of not ever
waking again.

During my fevered tossings and turnings | heard snaiches of conversations ranging from the
conditions of my chakrasto the theological imperatives of freewill. During the rarer times | was
aufficiently conscious and cognizant, | was aso ravenous. | essentiadly chugged the contents of three
different bowls. Sept and drank again. Twice more.

| also picked up bits and pieces of my host's story during hisvisits and my occasiona moments of
lucidity.



He cdled himsdf Pat but that wasn't hisred name. He gpparently couldn't remember hisrea name
any more than he could remember hisformer life. The specifics of his existence went back a couple of
years and dead-ended in the Holy Land, where he had begun anew life and anew calling.

And, in afit of rare humor, chosen anew name.

It wasn't short for Patrick.

It was shorthand, he said, to remind himself that there were no "pat" answers. And that, snce waking
up inashdlow gravein the Sinai wilderness, he had to physicaly pat himsdlf, from timeto time, for the
reassurance that his existence was more than the flickering dream of abrain guttering out initsfind,
electro-chemical shutdown.

And then there was the matter of the giant hunchback, Brother Michadl.

It was too good a synchronicity to pass up, he said: Pat and Mike. It seemed the perfect frosting on
the cake of their peculiar partnership. Why not?

Brother Michael had found him wandering in the desert. It was the albino giant who kept him dive (if
that was the operative word) and somehow got him to America. His memory was nearly as patchy of
that first year out of the ground asit was devoid of dl the years before. It was, he mused, like most lives
in that we have no memory of a pre-birth existence and are hazy regarding our infancy and early
childhood.

The only clues he had to go on were the remnants of semi-military garb that he had worn likea
tattered shroud.

That and the violence of hisorigind passing.
"Murder?' | asked.

He smiled that odd, thoughtful, dightly off-kilter smile that had caught my attention during our brief
encounter near the holy water font. His resurrected body, he explained, not only bore the evidence of
man-made death but suggested a prolonged period of torture, aswell. Perhaps, he considered, hislack
of memory was asde effect of the trauma he had suffered before his execution.

Killed by the Palestinians or the |sraelis?

"Doesit redly matter which? Or which sdel originaly fought on?" he asked in turn. "Thereisenough
wrong on both sides to push the balance scales up and down, back and forth. If | was aman of war
before, then | lived by the sword and died by it, aswell."

Now he claimed to be fighting adifferent kind of war, aspiritud war. A war for the souls of those
who had been told they had none.

Why?

Hefdt that there had to be some unseen but meaningful purpose that had brought him back in the
flesh to walk the earth when he should have been long gone to rot and worms by now.

| had to ask the question though he clearly had addressed the issue long before: ™Y ou're sure that you
actudly died?'

"Not only am | surethat | actudly died," he answered, as Brother Mike gently raised meto astting
position, "but | question the use of the term "resurrection’ asit gpplies to me. When one speaks of a
resurrection, it usualy connotes areturn to life—the condition of life. With dl of the gpplicable
attributes.”

The hulking, hunched giant tucked pillows behind me as gently as my mother would.

"1," continued Father Pat, "am till dead. | do not breathe unlessit isto draw air through my chest to
speak. My heart does not beat. | do not swest, deep, or eat. And so, since awakening from what should
have been my final deep, my eternd degp—I do not dream.”

"You'reazombie?' | suggested.

"Have you ever met any?" he asked with that same oddly wry amile.



"Well, actudly, yes." | think my smile must have matched hisfor the moment.

"They continue to decay," he pointed out. "Their reflexes, thought processes, responsetimes, are
dow. They are poster children for entropy. The organic breakdown may be dowed in some cases but it
isnever entirdly held in check." He raised agray hand and examined his own, dead-colored fingers. "I,
on the other hand, seem to remain perfectly preserved. Well," he chuckled, "not "perfectly.’ But | can run
and jump and dance and even swim and pass mysdf off asaliving manif you don't look too closdly."

| nodded groggily. "A little makeup—agood foundation base—would solve that problem.”

Massive Mike offered another bowl of blood to me but | dozed off before | could manageasingle
ap.

* k%

That night | had a dream that was most passing strange.

| dreamt that | was awake and watching an unearthly parade. Creatures that were half human and
othersfar removed from that evolutionary tree passed by—shuffling, dithering, flapping,
crawling—wending their way in anightmare procession past aline of flickering torchesand downinto a
great pit. Flamesflickered down below, out of sight, but the treetops that ringed the pit danced in and out
of the shadows, lit and darkened moment by moment by submerged firelight.

And when the nightmare horde had gathered, an assembly of death and damnation that congregated
like the personified sum of humanity's darkest dreams, avoice rose from the pit asif from adark generd
ralying histroops.

"The fourth chapter of Proverbsis particularly evoceative for some of us," he cdled out in ringing
tones. "The prophet writes these words. 'For they deep not, except they have done mischief; and their
deep istaken away unlessthey cause someto fall. For they et the bread of wickedness, and drink the
wineof violence""

The congregation murmured at that and few voices bore resemblance to anything human.

"Y ou, who crouch in darkness and shun the light, does your nocturnd nature make you evil?

Faint growlsformed a vague answer to the question.

"If s0, then so must the bat be evil. And the owl . . . I'm certain that the owl appears quite evil to the
fiddmouse”

Growls became throaty chuckles.
"And what of the firefly and the moth? Isthe chorus of cricket and frog adirge of death or alullaby

for degp? We might aswell follow midaid logic to its extreme and declare the moon and the starsto be
elements of immorality and wickedness.

"Man hates the darkness because he fears the unseen and the unknown. And, in like manner, he fears
that whichisnot like him.

"But are we not like him? Do we not fear that which we do not understand? What we cannot see?
Do we not fear living humansfor their power to move about fredy and fearlesdy in the burning, blinding,
killing light of day?

"Wemay say it isour natureto kill, our nature to do what men call evil because we are the spawn of
darkness. But the eagle kills by day and the cavefish swims peacefully in eternd night. Thereisno line of
mora demarcation between the darkness and the dawn.

"We may choose violence because we know no other way. Wekill to eat. Wekill to keep our
enemies from us. Do wekill becauseit isour nature?"

| nodded, murmuring: "Nature, red intoothand claw . . ."

Are God and Nature then at strife? quoted a soft voice off to my right. That Nature lends such
evil dreams? Brother Michael stood stooped and hunched in the darkness beyond the torchlight.

"Tennyson, anyone?' | said with asmall amile,



Brother Mike made no response other than to study me with gray, hawklike eyes.

"'Who loved, " | ventured, " ‘who suffer'd countlessills, Who battled for the True, theJdust . . "™

The giant hunchback just stood there, considering me with an expression that grew less human by the
minute.

"'...Beblown about the desert dust,' " | offered, " 'Or sedl'd within theiron hills? Then. . .
something about dragons . . . too bad, | bet you'd like that verse."

... Dragons of the prime, he said. Only hislipsdidn't move. That tear each other inthedime. . .

"Helikesit!" | said, remembering that this must be adream. "Hey, Mikey!"

Olifeasfutile, then, asfrail! came the wordsinside my head. O for thy voice to soothe and bless!
The crippled giant began to fade back into the deeper darkness. What hope of answer, or redress?
Behindthevall ...

Then hewasgone.

"...Behindthevail," | whispered.

Then | was gone: the dream was ended.
* * %

| rose on thethird day.
Let merephrase that: | got out of bed after three days of rest and recuperation.

| unwound the bandage about my middle and contemplated the fist-sized wedl of pink new flesh
where agaping hole had been blasted just four nights before. | should still hurt like hell but | felt
marvelous

Physicdly, that is.

The blood made an undeniable difference. After months of supplementing my waning diet with
embezzled packets of refrigerated blood products and aperitifs of plasma, getting it fresh and undiluted
was akin to walking out of Dorothy's monochrome farmhouse and into the scintillating colors of the Land
of Oz. | fdt morethan dive, | fdt vibrant. | felt younger. | fdt asif | wereradiating hedlth like aspace
heater pouring out waves of infrared heat and light.

Was this how Erzsebet Béthory felt after draining one of her virgin victims? If so, | could understand
the hunger and need that drove her down into her dark dungeons. | could still condemn—but aso fully
gppreciate how going down into that darkness brought warmth and light of adifferent sort to the soul
trapped inice.

Every time | had tasted crimson nectar, hot and lively from pulsing veins and straining flesh, | could
not imagine returning to arepast of cold remains. Only a decaying sense of mordity and an unraveling
guilt had succeeded inreining mein sofar.

To keep from being totally swept away on this sensory flood of hedlth and vitdity, | tried to capturea
thread of that guilt. The blood was given fredly, Father Pat had said—no presumed guilt there. So |
focused on my other victims: my wife and daughter, killed in the crash brought about by my first
convulsive transformation; Dr. Marsh, murdered by New Y ork's enforcers during their firgt attempt to
track me down; Damien's death and Deirdre's suicide, the results of protecting me from Béthory's
minions, Suki, possibly gtill paralyzed from my leading her into a confrontation with Liz Bachman last
year; and, most recently, the deaths of Billy-Bob Montrose and Teresa Kelerman during the assault on
my house.

My mere existence, alone, had resulted in so much pain and death to others, how could | even
contemplate performing a conscious act that would bring further harm to an innocent life? Better | should
have climbed into that crematory oven behind Mr. Delacroix and rid the world of two bloodsuckersfor
the price of one.

Except | promised to protect his daughter and avenge his degth.



And, so far, | hadn't done anything to be proud of in that department. | might disagree with Father
Pat's assessment of my role in the grand scheme of things but, perhaps, we could find one point of
convergence: | owed Erzsébet Béthory adesth. And if that made an ending to my own encroaching
madness and monstrous transformeation, then so much the better.

* * %

Someone had laid out clothing for me: jeans, boots, flannd shirt—abit warm for Louisana, evenin
laefdl. Unless you exist on the edge of unlife and need a little help in the body heat department. |
dressed and found that everything more or less fit though the boots pinched a bit.

| pushed the tent flap aside and walked out into the late afternoon twilight.

We were deep in the swamps and a propinquity of trees provided a dense canopy of interlacing
branchesthat blocked the waning sunlight like heavy cloud cover. Beneath the leafy ceiling theworld
seemed submerged in adim green-tinted ocean and | moved into its depths like a deep-sea diver
exploring a strange new world.

The camp was a haphazard arrangement of tents and makeshift tables and chairs set out and abott. |
couldn't be sure about the interiors of the other tents but the general area appeared to be deserted.

"Feding better?"

| looked again and saw what | should have seen before: my three Fates Sitting in the shade of a
lean-to. Number Onewas knitting . . . something—it was too soon to be able to tell what. Number Two
was working an ancient spinning wheel, producing a stresm of yarn for Number One's project. Number
Three was carding woal in preparation for the spindle of Number Two'swhed. In the distance, down by
the bayou, | could see aknot of sheep. A giant, hunched form moved among them, distributing food.

"Um, yes" | said, remembering that | had been asked a question.

"Do you il want usto work on your chakras?' Number One—Marilyn—asked.

"Uh, sure”

"Y ou do redize that your energy fields are pretty close to being balanced right now," Number
Two—Lynne—added. "If we change the spin on those chakras that are currently running backwards, it
will throw you out of balance until the proper rotation isrestored.”

"And that's bad?' | guessed.
"Depends on how long you're out of balance," Number Three—Angela—explained.

"Y ou're balanced halfway between being dive and undead,” Marilyn eaborated. "'Even though were
attempting to move you away from the undead state, you might start to wobble from the balance point as
we adjust your centers.”

"Meaning | might tip over into the undead zone?" Not the direction | was hoping for.
"That'snot too likdy," Lynne said reassuringly.

"That'sni—"

"Morelikely you might tip over into adead state," Angelaamended.

"Angdal”

"Widl, it'strue. And you said we should tel him so he could make an informed decison.”
"Wl there's such athing astact."

| held up my hands. "What are the odds?'

Marilyn'sknitting needles paused. "I can't give you odds. Y our conditionisunique so | can only tell
you what is possible, maybe probable. | think it's probable that we can do thisbut | cannot tell you how
long it may take or whether it will require many sessons. It will probably be very uncomfortable. And
you may not likeit."

"May not likeit?'



"The end result,” she said, looking me hard in the eye. "Right now you have the best of two worlds.”
"The best—" | dmost choked.

"Y ou're stronger, faster, more. . . attenuated . . . than ahuman being. | doubt you will age like one.

Y ou don't have thefull limitationsthat afflict the living dead nor have you succumbed to The Hunger or
TheRage"

llYalll
"Y ou should have morefaith in yoursdf.”
"Why? Because everybody € se does?’

"Everybody hasto put their faith in something, Chris. And someone. Where and in whom do you put
yours?'

| didn't have an answer, smartass or straight. | just nodded at the threads coming off the Fates
spinning whed and finding a pattern between the clicking needles. "Anyone | know?'
"Jack," said Marilyn.
" Jack?"
Lynne shook her head. "Y ou don't know Jack."
Angdagiggled.
"Jack ismy grandson,” Marilyn said.
"That's your grandson?”
"It'sgoing to be asweeter for my grandson.”
"Ah. Okay . . ."
Angeagiggled again as Lynne and Marilyn exchanged looks.
"Would you like to begin tonight?' Marilyn asked. "We could meet in your tent after the service.
"When shdl we three meet again?' Lynne murmured.
"In thunder, lightning, or inrain?" Angdachimedin.
"Girld" scolded Marilyn.
"Um, yeah. Sure." | started to back away.
"By then you may have had enough time to make up your mind," Lynne said.
"I'll bring my scissors, just in case," Angdlacaled as| turned and ambled off alittle briskly.
| think they dl giggled that time.

Wandering about, | noticed arow of extinguished torches, set into the ground on tall poleslike some
sort of fifties-style Tiki-patio-party theme. Beyond them lay asmall clearing where the ground dropped
away into a bowl-like depression that was ringed with descending rows of split logs, laid on their sdesto
provide bench seating. At the nadir of the concavity was an open grave, amound of dirt piled high beside
it. All that was missing was the coffin.

"Welcometo our chapd.”

| turned and looked for Father Pat but he was more elusive than my three faux Fates.
"Up here”

| looked up and, after amoment, was able to distinguish hisform amid the latticework of leaves,
branches, and garlands of Spanish moss.

"I'm checking the bayou for boats," he said, starting to climb down. "lvonnasaid there were people a

couple of milesto the south, yesterday. It's rare anyone ventures into the swamps thisfar, but you may
gtill be worthy of asearch party or two."

"lvonna?' | said as he stopped about ten feet above the ground to disentangle abinocular strap that
had snagged on a branch.



"Y ou've met. She brought you to usthe night you were shot.”

| consdered that. " Green hair?'

"That'sthe one. She'sarussalka”

| nodded dowly. "She'sabit far from home."

He dropped to the ground and shrugged. "Home is where you hang your shroud.”

"I thought home was where they had to take you in when nobody &se wanted you."

He laughed and began plucking strands of gray-green moss from his clothing. "That's good! That's
very good! Because that'swhat wereredly al about.”

"Y our little congregetion?"

"Yes, Chris, though I'd prefer to think of usasafamily or acommunity. Congregations tend to be so
iconoclad.”

| gestured toward the pit. "Y ou have a chapel. Y ou preach sermons. | know you Roman Catholics
are dwaystrying to reinvent yourselves but—"

Father Pet held up hishand. "I'm not Catholic. At least, | don't remember being a Catholic while |
wasdive. But then | remember less and less about being alive with every passng day.”

"Y ou wear a Roman collar and everyone cdlsyou 'Father' Pat.”

Hefingered the white square at histhroat. " Symbols. Symbols are very important in matters of faith,
in the realm of the unseen and the unknowable. Asimportant asthey are to the people of the daylight,
they are even more potent to the children of darkness."

"So the collar and the title give you some measure of control over them.”

"Control?' He gave me along, penetrating look. "Oh. Oh, | see. Y ou think I'm some kind of
snake-oil sdlesman. That I'm using religion asameansto power." He smiled but there waslittle humor in
it now. " certainly wouldn't be thefirst to find advantage in using theology to amass afollowing. It
certainly has been profitable to those with media outlets. But ook about you." He swept hisarm about in

abroad gesture. "Whereis my wedth? And even if | had access, who's going to permit aradio or
televison minigry to the undeniably damned?”

"According to the sermon | heard a couple of nights ago, you don't seem to subscribe to the concept
of damnation.”

"Oh," hesad quietly, "l wholeheartedly believe in damnation. Don't you?"
"Ohyes" | sad, trying to match him for quietness and not nearly succeeding. "That'swhy | question

your motives. Hopeisacruel message. And people will seek power over othersfor no gain but power's
own sake."

"Power to do what? Raise an undead army? With messages of peace?’

| shook my head. "There's nothing unusud about areligiouswar. Every generation seesmillions
murdered in the name of God. Offering forgiveness merely sooths the conscience and makesit easier to
pull the trigger or bresk the commandments.”

"And withholding it motivates us out of hopel essness?'

"Therésathin difference between motivation and manipulation.”

"Manipulation?"

"I had an interesting conversation with a Chicago enforcer awhile back. He told me about the fears
of the soulless. Of the fear of endless darkness that awaits them beyond this pale existence. They don't
go gentleinto that good night—they rage, rage against the dying of the light because they have no
promise of salvation! It'sacrud, crud circumstance that gives you your opportunity. Bad enough that
they're damned—that we're al damned! But you come adong and tell them theré's a heaven after all. That

they can be heirs of light and savation, aswell. Well, God damn you, s, for that! Except thereisno
God and you are worse than any serpent in the Garden of Eden. Y ou offer afalse hope where thereisno



hopel" | stopped, stunned at the depth of emoation that had come welling up from that dark place down
deepindde.

"A lieisaterriblething,” he agreed, "especidly when it shapes wholelivesto hopel essnessand
despair. Y ou, you spesk the lies so smoothly, so effortlessy, because you've been told thoseliesdl of
your life. They've blinded you to the smple truths, the pure truths, and made you ajudge to shalow
appearance and prejudice. How dare you, sir! Who are you to come and say to anyone 'Y ou have no
soul, you have no salvation?

"Y ou accuse me of manipulating these beings with amessage of hope when you would smugly
perpetuate afalsehood of hopelessness without the intellectua honesty to question your own borrowed
suppositions. The problem, Mr. Csdthe, isthat you are damned. Damned by the hardness of your own
heart. Damned for wanting to close the doors of heaven againgt those that don't seem to measure up to
your standards of redemption. Damned for wanting to hold them down in the darkness to share your
miserable companionship.”

"So," | whispered, "you do believein damnation.”

"Of course | believe in damnation, you fool! | dready said so. Men likeyou and |, we know a great
dedl about damnation. But | livein alarger universe and | know there are gregter things, more powerful
things, than damnation. Thingslikelove and forgiveness.”

"And you get to digpense them, right?"

"Yes!" hethundered, hisface catching a patch of sunlight that had dipped between the latticework of
leaves. For amoment he seemed to glow like an illuminated saint on ancient parchment. "And so do you!
We can forgive thewrongs doneto us! And if we petty, vindictive, imperfect creatures can find some
messure of love and forgivenessin our own shriveled hearts, what wondrous, immeasurable treasures
might be poured out of that great heart at the center of the universe?'

"What about the rules?"

"Whose rules? What claptrap, pinch-hearted preachers have you been listening to? Did you hear my
sermon and miss the whole point? Theres only one sinin the whole Bible that isunforgivable. And as
long as you don't commit that sin, thereé's hope, Chris! Hope! There's till a chance to redeem thelife you
thought was past redemption!”

"Who are you to offer hope?' | asked bitterly.

"Who are you to suggest anything but?" he shot back. ™Y ou think thereis no hope? Y ou believe
Nietzsche's'we are al apes of acold god' shit?'

"Marx," | corrected, "not Nietzsche."

"Doesn't matter who said it, only who believesit. If you believeit then maybeit istoo late for you.
Maybe you've crossed that line of no return, achieved that unpardonable state, and lost your salvation
forever."

"Yeah," | said, "tell meabout my salvation.”

"That's not my place, Chris; and it's not my message. | don't tell people that the graveisaclosed
door. Y ou think the cross represents the message of the New Testament? The true symbol of the Christ
isnot an instrument of torture but the empty grave! That's our message: we are the Church of the Open
Tomb! If His resurrection was amiracle and a blessing, why should ours be a horror and a curse? If God
created us, He would not condemn us without reason. If there are shadows upon our souls, it is because
thereisalight within us, aswdll."

He paused and looked away. "There€'s just one catch.”

"Sure" | said, "theré'sdwaysacatch. What isit?!

"Freewill.”

| just looked at him.



He looked back.

"Of course” | said. Y ou haveto have free will or thereis no guilt. If were the puppets of some
higher power then thereisno red respongbility. Ergo, nosin.”

"Very good, Grasshopper,” he said, inclining his head. "And since God alows us our own agency,
forgivenessisvery tricky."

"Ah" | said, "a last: the hook. Y ou've been tossing that F-word around like it wastotaly free"
"God'sloveisfree, my brother. It fills our every day likewarm, life-giving sunlight.”" He frowned.
"Hmmm. Perhapsthat's not the best andogy for you. Certainly not for most of my congregants. Anyway,

the point I'm trying to make isforgivenessis agift. That'swhat makesit tricky."

"Beware of gods bearing gifts?"

"Poor Christopher—can't decide whether to wield his sarcasm likeasword or like ashield. Try
agan."

Thethought findly crystalized: ™Y ou're saying the unforgivable Snisrgecting the gift of forgiveness™

He nodded. "It sounds like acatch-22 but it'sredlly quite sSmple; forgivenessisagift. And while agift
is bestowed fredly, you have the power to accept or rgect it. If you reject it, you choose your own
damnation and God cannot interfere with that choice without making you His puppet.

"That's what's wrong with people aways wanting God to destroy evil. To eiminate evil, Hewould
have to prevent wrong choices."

| nodded dowly. "No wrong choices, no freewill."

"Which would be worse?' Pat mused. "Apes of acold god or puppets of awarm one?”'

| stared off at the sunset reflected in the brackish waters of Bayou Gris. "It might not be so bad,” |
murmured after awhile: "if Shari Lewiswas God."

Father Pat nodded. "And Buffalo Bob her prophet.”

* % %

| went to Father Pat's macabre matins that night. Not as a supplicant or believer but more aong the
lines of askeptic on vacation. It wasan intellectual chest to judge something | hadn't fully examined.

But how do you examine God? Hold up theologica hoops and seeif He (or She or It) jumps through
them on command?

| was il thinking this whole siwvamp front mission was nothing more than atheologica circlejerk
when Father Pat began the midnight sermon.

"Those of you who were here amonth back,” he said, standing in aring of fire that would have
impressed Johnny Cash, "will remember a series of readings| offered from the Qur'an, holy to Idam. For
the past month we have opened the Old Testament of the Hebrews and the New Testament of the
Christians. Tonight I'd like to begin with The Four Noble Truths of Siddhartha Gautama, better known as
Buddha, the 'Enlightened One." "

| was sitting up in the nosebleed section—the ground-level edge of the great pit—and so thelate

arrivasjostled me. | moved down the log bench to make room for some vampires as Father Pat
continued.

"All lifeissuffering. That isthefirst Noble Truth. Any questions?”

The vamp next to me gave me anudge. "The questionis," he whispered, leaning toward me, "are you
asufferer or asufferee?’ Hislaughter was more like a spasmed wheeze.

"Noble Truth number two: Suffering originatesin desire. Ah, | see some brow-ridges going up on that
one."

The rest of the congregation had joined my bench mate in muttering. | wondered if they had fed just
before coming to the service. | could smell the blood on my companion's breath even haf turned away
from him. "When the desire hits me," he murmured, "you can be sure somebody's gonna suffer.” Phew! If



his breath were any stronger 1'd be able to type and cross match hislast medl.

"Wdll, well come back to that point in amoment,” Pat said as another pair of late arrivals crowded
me on the other side of the bench. "The third Noble Truth of Buddhism is. Suffering can be escaped only
by complete suppression of desire.”

The undertone of muttering became an undertow of growls and | wondered how savvy our Preacher
Pat redly was. Whatever faith or denomination, tell 'em God loves you no matter what and that feel-good
vibe makestrue believers of usall. Start in on personal responsibility and the pews start to empty.

If we were lucky they'd Sart to empty beforeit got ugly.

"So," continued the voice to my right, "doesthis creepy creed practice baptism for the dead?”
Another wheezy chuckle.

"| think the M ormons have the corner on that franchise," said anew voiceto my left. "Hey," | got
nudged, "have you noticed how this scooped-out depression makes agreat amphitheatre?!

| nodded, trying not to bresthe: The vamp on my left had aworse case of hemotosis than the one on
my right.
"Well, it makes an even better trap.”

"Mmm," | answered, wondering where this was going and whether now might not be agood time for
meto be going, aswdll.

"Now bear with me," Pat was saying.
"One man with aflamethrower could destroy haf of this gathering before they could turn around,” my
new seatmate explained. "Only a handful would have any chance of getting out, at al."

"So imagine what four men with flamethrowers, spaced equally around the perimeter could do,”
added the vamp on my right.

| started to stand but powerful hands grasped my arms and pulled me back down. Another pair of
hands settled on my shoulders from behind and held mein agrip of lead and iron.

"Dedire," Father Pat said, "can only be overcome by following the Noble Eight-Fold Path of right
views, right intentions, right speech, right conduct, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and right
concentration.”

"| think you boys are missing the point of the sermon,” | said quietly.

Hisresponse wasjust as quiet but it echoed in my head like a shout: "The countess wantsto see
you."

| told them what the countess could do instead and it wasn't something | would normally say or
anyone would normaly do in church. Guess| wasn't not atotal convert, yet.

"If youwon't do it for her," said anew voice behind my ear, afamiliar voice, "then do it for me."

| turned and studied the play of distant firelight across the features of Terry-cal-me-T'sface. She
leaned forward and kissed me on the cheek.

From Jesus to Judas, my Sunday school lesson was just about complete.



Chapter Twenty

| didn't doiit for her or the countess.

| did it because it would be just like Erzsébet Béthory to kill ahundred over the obstinacy of one. As
| walked toward the bayou, surrounded by aphalanx of fanged bodyguards, alarge hulking shape rose
up out of the shadows.

It was the hunchbacked giant, Brother Michadl.

"Do you wish to leave?' he whispered. The whisper rumbled like distant thunder and | fancied | saw
adim flash of lightning as he twisted a great gnarled branch in his huge white hands.

This gentle giant suddenly seemed more dangerous and powerful than any unbent human | could
imagine. But whatever his hidden strengths, | knew he was no match for a haf-dozen vampires. And
even if there had been any possibility of taking Bathory's minions there was il theimplicit threat of four
additiond operatives with flamethrowers back at the pit. | had to defuse this confrontation before it
escalated.

"Yeah, Mikey," | answered, "I've got some unfinished business”

The big guardian gazed down a me asif the others were of no consequence, staring asif | werea
gamdl child telling an obviousfib.

"Areyou leaving of your own freewill?'

Ah, that freewill thing again. Asif any of ustruly have free will, choices without pricetags. . .

The vamps around me were tensing, preparing to engage the hunchback if he offered any further
resstance. | couldn't let that happen.

"Gottago, big guy; I'mlate,” | said, moving toward him and forcing him to give ground. "Gottasee a
man about a hearse, gotta make like a banana and split, make like atree and leave, make likeamule
trainand haul ass. . ."

Brother Michad stepped aside and alowed usto pass but hisface was stony with disapprova. My
expression was more pleasant to look at but hurt alot more. We walked down to the water's edge with
his eyes burning into my back like twin laser-gights.

The next part wasinteresting.

Vampiresdo not like water.

Which makes hygiene problematical for some of them: Derdre's excursion in my shower was one of
those little triumphs of mind over nature. But the H,O factor isn't generally too much of a problem unless
therésalot of it and it's headed in some direction: vampires, asarule, don't cross running water.

One of the charms of abayou, however, isthat it isn't going anywhere. Oh, technicaly thereisa
current, but not so's you'd notice: tossacork in the water on awindless day and that sucker will be
floating close to the same spot twenty-four hours later.

So maybe it wasn't such afest to get half-dozen vampiresinto aboat and send them to fetch me. But
given Countess Bathory's methods and reputation, she'd probably have coerced them to shoot the rapids



and go over awaterfal if necessary. We waded into the cold black water with alot of hissng and fera
grunting. We were almost up to our waists when we reached the boat that was anchored about twenty
feet from the shore,

Aswe turned about and paddled away | wondered what would happen if | jumped back into the
water.

"Before you make any attempt to escape,” growled afamiliar voice, "now or in thefuture, you should
remember that we know where your friendsare. Y our cooperation is a guarantee of their safety.”

"Sandor,” | said with fake enthusiasm, "you old bowling bdl, you! Still jedousthat | have aneck and
you dont?"'

He growled but said nothing more. A moment later the outboard motor coughed to life and we
trolled toward the deeper, central channd of Bayou Gris.

"What'sthat?' Terry-call-me-T asked, pointing off of our starboard side.

| caught aglimpse of ahead with long emerdd tresses before it submerged. " T .. "

"Cdl me Therea"

| looked at her. "Theresa?"

"Itsmy name."

"It's. .. Okay, what happened?’

She looked at me with those big, luminous eyes, eyesthat weren't so innocent now. "Isn't it obvious?
Nobody had to explain it to me."

"I've been digtracted.”

"The bullet that punched through your body and then mine caused meto bleed out. | died.”

"That much | had pretty well figured out at thetime,” | said dryly.

"Our blood commingled through our wounds before | died,” she continued. "It actualy infected me
faster than if you had opened avein and dlowed meto drink. | died and was reborn in amatter of
minutes”

"So," | mused, "I am your Sire." All | lacked for now was the nomination for Deadbeat Undead Dad

of the Year. | cleared my throat. "I'm alittle surprised at your lack of loyalty, my dear. Y ou know it's
considered bad form to betray your Sireto hisenemies.”

She shook her head. "That's not how it works, my dear Professor Haim—or should | say Csgjthe? It
isthe countesswho rules our clan: al dlegianceis due her first, undivided by petty aliances over who
made whom. Y ou may be my Sire but sheis our mother and my Dam.”

"Damn," | sad.

Sandor cuffed me. "Y ou will show proper respect. The countessis the embodiment of agreat and
roya bloodline. Y our blood, if related at dl, is diluted by generations of common, mongrel stock.”

| rubbed the back of my head. "Jeez, Sandy! If you've got such ajonesfor the aristocracy, how
come you'e not in Draculas entourage?”’

"My brothersand | are sworn to the Gutkeled Clan. Our fidelity isto the countess and her issue.” He
cuffed me again and congtell ations gppeared even though the night skies remained overcast.

"Well, that might include me then, big guy. So stop popping mein the head.”

"Even the children of royalty must be disciplined. Especialy when their mother commandsit.”

"Too bad you're not amother, Sandy," | said. "Oh wait, maybe you redly are.”

He reached out to pop me again and | caught hiswrist. | yanked, overbaancing him, and the whole
boat rocked. | braced mysdlf, disalowing hisrecovery asthe boet tilted the opposite direction and then

yanked again. We both ssumbled againgt the gunwaesand | released hiswrigt to give him alittle boost.
The boat didn't capsize—aresult too good to be hoped for—but Sandor made amogt satisfactory



gplash as he tumbled into the bayou.

The other vamps weren't prepared for such a contingency. They scrambled to the side, coming alot
closer torolling us over than | had. Thrusting their handsin the water they groped in vain: Sandor had
sunk like astone and wouldn't be coming up again on hisown. A weighted rope would have a
one-in-a-hundred chance of faling within hisflailing grasp and we didn't have one of those on board. The
only good their efforts accomplished was to enable me to kick two more over the sde before the rest
svarmed me.

They were sufficiently pissed and frightened that | only had to endure a dozen or so kicks and
punches before the blessed curtain of unconsciousness postponed the pain until the next day.

* * %

My jailors brought me word this morning that Erzsi Majorova has been caught and beheaded.
There will be no moretrials, no more witch-hunts. I, alone, remain; walled up high in my tower,
surrounded by crucifixes and selected pages from the Christian Bible that have been nailed to the
walls between their binding symbols.

Katarina visits me some nights when the moon is new and the guards are more restful. Just
last week she came to my window and told me that my time would not be long, now.

| wonder where she slegps?

The townspeople all believe her to have quit Cachtice after the first trial. But she is watchful
lest | break my promise.

Sheisrestless for my death, | think. She wants to travel but dares not leave me lest | grow
bold in her absence.

Shewantstogoto. .. him.

Asif hewould consort with a Beneczky when Bathory-Nédasdy was not good enough for his
patrician ways.

Sill, her power grows.

Though my dungeons have long stood empty and she must feed secretly and carefully now, her
power continues to increase.

If she lives long enough—two, maybe three, lifetimes—she might equal himin strength, power,
and cunning.

Should that day come not even the old dragon could withstand her.
And then the world may well burn . . .

* * %
Maybe the concept of an afterlife was overrated.

At least the idea of waking up was proving to have less and less gppedl. Y ou can only wake up to
pain so many times before the phrase "eternal rest” beginsto take on avery literd attraction. Never mind
Hell—Heaven in dl of its various descriptions must involve some form of participatory involvement and,
anymore, | just wanted to deep the Sleep of Oblivion.

Alas, | had abladder that wasn't suited for eternity. | rolled over and cracked an eydid.

My prosthetic fangs sat in aglass on the nightstand just afoot-and-a-half away. They looked all
sparkly-clean: maybe someone had dropped in an Efferdent tablet.

A couple of feet beyond, ensconced in alarge, stuffed chair was my former student turned undead
understudy, Theresa-call-me. . . uh, Theresa. The dark circles under her eyes appeared to be the real
thing—no Goth makeup need apply here.

"Youreawake," shesad.
"You'reanemic,” | replied.
"Yeah. Wdl. That'syour fault."



| Sghed. "That's not surprising. Lately everything seemsto be my fault.”
"l don't havefangs," she pouted. "Y our blood isn't pure.”

"Perhaps,” | said, pushing back the covers, "but everyone seemsto want it." | was naked benesth the
covers. " So, you're infected with only half of the combinant virus." | pulled the covers up to my chin.
"Where are my clothes?'

She got out of the chair likeareuctant child. "I'm not ared vampire," she whined. "1 don't know
what | am.”

"Y ou're not dead and starting to rot in some cold grave,” | said. "Y ou're not afull-fledged mongter.”

She crossed the room and opened the closet. "I can't bite people. | can't suck their blood. Not
without using aknife or something.”

"| stand corrected. Y ou probably are amongter.” | disconnected from that line of thought and
wondered what the dean had said when informed that | hadn't shown up for my night classesthis past
week.

"S0," she asked, her voice partidly muffled by the depths of the closet, "what clan are you?”

"Clan?'

"It's pretty obviousthat you're not Nosferatu, and |'ve had enough conversations with you to know
you're not Makavian. You don't dresslikeaVentrue."

"That's good to know."

"You don't act likea Toreador . . ."

"Olé"

"That leaves Tremere, Brujah, or Gangrel.”

"Whet the hell are you talking about?"

"Clans. The Camarilla. The Masquerade.”

"l don't go to parties,” | said. | certainly shouldn't have gone to that one at BioWeb.

"Our Lady has promised to complete my transformation . . ." Hangersrattled. " . . . if | take care of
you properly.” She emerged with my clothing. Not what | had worn last but clothes from my closet back
home. | looked around the room. It was furnished and appointed like aluxury suite at one of the finest
hotels. | definitely was not home.

"Welcometo the Hotel Cdifornia," | muttered.

mWhat?'

"Wearedl just prisoners here of our own device," | quoted.

Shelooked at me asif | were speaking an aien tongue. | suppose | was.

"And how am | to be taken care of 7' | asked rhetoricaly.

She stopped by the chair. Draped my clothing over its back. Began to unbutton her black blouse.
"I'm not interested,” | said flatly.

"How do you know until you've had asample?’ she asked, reaching the belt and undoing the buckle.
"I'm not promiscuous.”

"Don't beslly," she said, easing the zipper down on her black dacks. "Everyone is promiscuous
when the conditions are right.” She shrugged the blouse from her shoulders. She wasn't wearing abra.
"Besides," she continued, shimmying out of her pants, "even if you can't get it up, you'll need to feed. It's
easer when theré'sno clothing to get in theway."

| shook my head. "Poor Theresa-call-me-T-call-me-I-don't-know-what. Y ou've read Goth fantasies
penned by failed romance writers who would have you believe the undead nightlifeisall fucking and
sucking. Wdll, welcometo the dreary version of the nightfolk's nightmare. It'sal about having power
over others, trading liveslike they were commodities—a meansto mastery or mastication. Right now



you're specia because you're neither human nor vampire. Once you're truly turned, you'll be the lowest
of the low on the undead food chain.”

She stepped out of the last remnants of her clothing and crawled onto the bed. As twenty-something
bodies go, hers was better than most but | had resisted Deirdre's charms and this little would-be vamp
wasn't evenin her zip code.

More importantly, shewasn't Lupé.

"Get out," | said. "Thisisthelast time I'm going to ask nicely.”

"Not until you've tasted my blood." She kept coming, crawling over my legs.

"l don't want your blood."

"Nobody wants my blood," she whined, ddliberately dowing her progress as she reached my hips.
"They say it tastes funny. It used to taste sweset."

"Il bet Rod would il likeit."

She grinned suddenly. "Once | get turned dl the way, I'm going to pay ole Rod avisit." She chuckled
inamost unpleasant way and | could see now that the sweet young coed in the coffee shop was forever
dead and buried. "Y ep. Ole Rod will unlock his door some night when he seesit'sme and I'm done.
Hell invite mein and lock the door behind me. And I'll make sure he turns up the music before we start
to party.” A thoughtful expression flickered in her ferd eyes. "I'll have to pick something appropriate.
Maybe something by Skinny Puppy or Switchblade Symphony. Something long and loud, though . . ."

"Youregoing tokill him?*

"Kill Rod?" She consdered the question. "Everyone dies eventudly. But I'll keep Rod around for as
long as possible. It will be easy. He has a couple of pairs of handcuffs and an old, wrought iron bed.
Now the master will become the pupil and the pupil, the master.” She giggled. "1 shdl sp from his
testicles™

That did it. | tossed the covers aside, bundling my unwanted bed guest, and got up. By thetime she
was able to unwrap hersdlf | was stepping into my underwesar.

"Don't leave!" she cried.

"Don't stay," | shot back.

"Shell punish meif | don't do asI'mtold!”

"Dammit!" | threw my pants back down on the chair and grabbed her as she crawled to the edge of
the bed. "It doesn't matter what you do!" | yelled, grasping her by the upper arms and shaking her like a
rag doll. "Shell punish you anyway! That'swhat she does! That'swhat sheis!” | threw her back on the
bed. "L ook, I'm sorry you took a bullet that was meant for me! I'm sorry that you died! I'm even more
sorry that you've come back the way you are now! If | had any guts1'd do you the immense favor of
twigting your head off right now!" | ssumbled back and sat heavily on the chair arm. "But that's not my
cdl. | can't be held responsble for anything anyone, here—you—or she—or her merry band of
mutants—does! | can only take weight for what | do. Or what | don't do! If she puts agun to your head,
| won't be hostage to her finger on thetrigger!”

| looked up &t the celling and shook my fist at the room in generd. "'l don't know where the
microphones and cameras are hidden but | know you're watching and listening. Y ou can hold me! Y ou
can kill me! But | won't let you twist me! So let's stop playing these silly-ass games and get on with it!"
Easy wordsto say. | wondered what | would actually do when push turned to shove.

| stood up and started dressing.

"What about me?' Theresawhimpered from the bed.

"Get dressed,” | said. "I'll hepyou if | can. | just don't know that | can. Where's Deirdre?”

"Y our blood dave? Shel's Our Lady's blood dave now."

"What! What do you mean?' All sorts of horrific images crowded to the forefront of my



CONSCi OUSNESS.

Before she could answer, the door opened and four very scary-looking people entered the room. |
say "people” but that's not strictly true. They had been people once—a couple of hundred years ago.
Now they were just people-shaped avatars for something far older and way less human.

And they were big. Had we dl been human, any one of them could have beaten meto apulp, five
minutes max. Preternatura biology taken into account, | might last thirty seconds going hemo y hemo,
tag-team style.

The nastiest-looking one stepped forward. "Put in your fangs," he commanded. "Y ou are aridiculous
cresture without them."

| dapped my biceps and pumped my arm. "Bite me, fangboy." Hey, if they were going to kill me, |
might aswell hurry the process.

"You killed Sandor," the spokesman answered with aseverelook. "And Klaus and Gyorgy, aone
and outnumbered.”

| put my hands on my hipsand just stared. "1 didn't order you guysto get into aboat and go out on
the water. It wasn't my fault you weren't wearing the mandated floatation devices. And it wasn't my idea
to be piped aboard the Sloop John V. So don't be busting my chops over something that never would
have happened if you cretinswould just leave methe hell donel™

"Before that, you dispatched Medea and Ivor with the assistance of your wamphyri servant.”

| supposed he was talking about the little incident as Deirdre and | were leaving for the sucky
BioWeb gda

Then he did something unexpected. He smiled. "Y ou are an unnatura creature. . . ."

"Oh, geg," | said. "Coming from someone who deegpsin graves and isasniveling lapdog for that
crazy Romanian dut, well that just gings. A little”

| didn't think avampire could go al apoplectic but three of the fearsome foursome looked like they
were about to stroke out. "Do you know," another one of the bloodsuckers sputtered, "of whom you
gpeak? Do you know who our Dark Mistressis?"

"Yeah, yeah," | said, waving dismissively, "she's Ronad McDonad and we're al supposed to be her
Happy Meds."

The oneto the right snarled and lunged for me. Although starting from clear across the room, hewas
practicaly on mein ahdf of asecond. He was certainly faster than me but | was anticipating thisand |
wasn't moving in ablind rage. | fell back on the bed, swinging my foot up. | caught my assailant right
between the legs and launched him over meto go crashing, headfirg, into the wall on the other side of the
bed. Pity; while he was unconscious he would miss out on dl that invigorating throbbing where | had
kicked him.

| sat up and looked at the remaining three. "Next?"

The leader had folded his arms across his chest but now flung one arm to the Sdeto restrain the
other two. "As| was saying, you are an unnatural creature—no fangs and lacking the full power of The
Chosen. But you killed Sandor. And that earns you my respect. If you fully Become, you will be amost
formideblewarrior!"

"But...but...hedishonors Our Lady," one of the vamps protested.

"Perhaps," he agreed dowly, "or perhapsit is she who dishonors hersdlf. But his blood may be hers
and so our oath may bind usto him, aswell. In any event, we have our ordersand it isfor her to choose
hisreward or punishment.”

| stood up, knowing it wastoo late to bait them into making any further mistakes. But | could
certainly keep trying. "Y ou know, dl that Master/Mistress/'Slave/Sire/Blood-oath crap was dl the rage
three or four centuries ago—but thisis America and the twenty-first century now. Wake up and smell the
democracy. Feuddism isfutile-ism now, and you people are way overdue for a paradigm-shift. If you



don't like our al-men-are-created-equa policy then go back to the old world and hang with the guys
who gtill dream of building empireswith car bombs and ethnic cleansing.”

"A pretty speech,” said anew but familiar voice from the doorway, "but you lack an understanding of
the importance of family." Erzsébet Bathory smiled from the doorway. " Prosperity aside, just to survive
one must be ableto trust in those about one. To have and give loyalty when the rest of the world would
hunt you down and destroy you. And it isthe natural order of thingsthat the place of someisto obey
while others are to be obeyed.”

"Don't belecturing me about the importance of family,” | seethed. "My family isdead.”
"Because of Dracula," she countered. "And we will spesk of hiswhereabouts soon. But in the

meantime | want to run a couple of tests." She reached behind the doorway and then entered the room
dragging Deirdre by thearm.

Dragging was the operative word: Deirdre was practicaly unconscious, her legs splayed loose and
unresponsive behind her as she was pulled across the carpeting and deposited a my fest.

"What did you do?' | knelt down and did my arm beneath her shoulders. Deirdre's head |olled back
and | could see her bruised face and the multiple bite marks on her neck and throat. Thelittle black dress
was shredded, and her normally pale skin was nearly trand ucent and marked with more wounds. Some
were teeth marks.

Some were not.

"Shewould not help usfind you," the countess said matter-of-factly. "I know you share a
Blood-bond—much stronger and better appreciated than your link to thisone." She pointed at Theresa,
who cowered among the bedcovers.

"You'vetortured her!" | did my other arm behind her legs and lifted her up. Theresabarely got out of
theway intime as| laid Deirdre on the bed.

"Y ou make pretty speeches about equdity, but the truth is sheis so much your Thrall that | was
unable to open her mind with mine. That |eft the old-fashioned methods. . . ."

"And you love the old-fashioned methods,” | said hitterly as| redized how badly | had migudged the
redheaded vampire.

"Yes" Béathory said, seeming to savor the memory. "And her blood was sooo sweset. | didn't know
whether to take her to my bed or my bath.”

"My blood used to be swest,” Theresawhispered.

"Well, it'snot now!" the countess said with sudden viciousness. "And since hehasno interest iniit or
your body, your only valueto meiswhat you can tell me about the power in his blood!"

"But | don't know anything,” she whimpered.

"Maybe your mind isignorant,” the countess replied, "but your flesh knows some secrets. Perhaps
they will yield them to the knife." She turned. "Graf, take this piece down to Dr. Krakovski in Specia
Research and tdll him to prepare for adetailed vivisection.”

"What? No!" | tried to body-block her fanged footman but he was on-ba ance and expecting
resstance. He threw meinto the same wall that had backstopped hisfellow servitor just minutes before.
He even had the time to be gentle so that | didn't completely pass out. That was thoughtful: | was ableto
appreciate Theresas frenzied screaming as she was hauled out of the room. | wasn't ableto regain my
hands and knees until her wails had faded down the length of the outer hall.

"Kurt, hdp himup.”

"Yes, my lady." Mr. Spokesman grabbed my collar and hoisted meinto the air.

"Put him on the bed. Next to the other test subject.”

| was deposited into aloose embrace with Deirdre. She moaned and leaned into me.
"She needs blood, Cs§jthe. She's been drained to the point of Second Death.”



"Why? For what purpose?’

"l want ademondtration of what your blood can do.”

| raised mysalf up on an elbow. "Y ou know what it can do. It makes Theresataste funny.”

Erzsébet Bathory shook her head. "It raised her from the dead. VVampire blood does not have that
power."

| didn't like wherethiswas going. "Sureit does,” | argued. "That's how you make more vampires.

Y ou drain ahuman to the point of death and then give them your blood.”

"Almost to the point of death,” she corrected. "They must till be diveto drink. Y our little resurrect
took place after she died. And she's not trictly avampire now. Laboratory anadyss of the samplesyou
gave Dr. Delacroix indicates anoma ous e ements that aren't consstent with living or undead hemoglobin.
Y our blood is different. Why? How did that happen? | need to know what it can do.”

| thought about the tanis-leaf extract | had sampled last year and its effect on the resurrected flesh of
Kadeth Bey. Then | remembered how the secret sharing of lycanthrope blood had elevated meto
another level of undead existence—the rarified status of a Doman with the power to trand ocate.

Except | wasn't undead so there really was no precedent for what | had become. And no map or
manual for what | would become. | looked into Erzseébet Béthory's eyes and vowed | would stop my
own heart before | divulged Lupésrolein any of this.

"Youwant atagte?' | asked, thinking, if shewould just get closeenough. . .

"Drink from you without knowing what secrets are locked in your veins? Even without the Ogou
Bhatha ah warning me againgt its power, | would have waited to seeits effect on another, first. | have not
survived the centuries and become voivode of New Y ork by being reckless.”

"Voivode?" | hissed. "Of New York?" | shook my head. "Hey lady, | remember Rudy Guiliani. |
watched himon TV. Y ou're no Rudy Guiliani."

"So herésmy first lab test,” she continued, ignoring my response. "l've seen how your blood affectsa
human who was dready dead. | want to see what happens when one of our kind receivesthe Dark Gift
from your veins." She nodded toward Deirdre. " She will die the Second Death unless she feeds within the
hour."

"Maybeit would be better if shedid,” | said dowly.
"That will beuptoyou.”
| shook my heed. " didn't do thisto her, you did. Her death isyour responsibility.”

Shelaughed. "Y ou parse words like alawyer, Csdjthe. Do you think her desth will move mein any
fashion? The question is, will her desth move you? Oneway or another, | will have my test. How that test
isassayed isin your hands." She gestured toward Deirdre's ftill form. " She needs sustenance and her
timeisrunning out."

| waited for her to "push” me.

Based on our previous encounter, the mereidea of defiance would be ludicrous: better than a
marionette, she could work me like a hand puppet.

But she didn't push. No mental coercion followed the verba command. She would not, however,
wait forever: if she wanted to see avampire sample my blood, she probably had along line of loya and
willing volunteerswaiting in thewings.

Screw them; | would resst asbest | could. Under the circumstancesit would be atotaly futile
attempt to exercise free will, but aman has his pride. With Deirdre, however, it was different. My
culpability in Damien's death and her suicide put me under an obligation that Bathory had no need to
invoke or press. | owed Deirdre alife—hers, if not mine.

And | could not bear to see her suffer.

| reached across her white, motionless body and retrieved my artificid fangs from the glass on the



nightstand. Instead of fitting the prosthetics over my naturd teeth, | used them to open aveinin my
forearm—much as Deirdre had done when she had used them to savage her own wriststhe year before.

Blood welled up, overflowing the cut as | pressed the wound to her dack lips.

For aminute, maybe two, there was no response. Then she shuddered, swallowed convulsively, and
| felt the ghostly trace of her tongue asit explored the opening in my flesh.

"Comeon," | whispered in her ear, "your turnto pull at it."

She moaned againgt my arm and her eyes fluttered open. Focused on my face. "Chris," she gasped,
breaking the sedl of her lips upon my skin. Her eyes roamed about and fixed on the countess. "No . . ."

"Hush now," | murmured, smoothing her tangled hair away from her battered face. "L et'sget you
grong agan.”

| moved the wound back to her mouth but she turned her head away.

"No," she protested weskly. " She's using meto get to you."

"She'sadready got me" | said camly. "And if you don't take my blood, someone less deserving will."
| turned her face back toward mine. "The blood-bond, remember? Thisismy favor returned.” | used the
teeth to deepen the wound and brought it to her mouth again.

Shedlowed it but just lay there passively, her eyeslocked on mine, as the blood followed the path of
gravity down her throat.

"How touching . . ." Béthory said sardonicdly. "Kurt, why isit that your Brethren have ceased to
show such solicitousness toward me?"

"My Lady," | heard the a phavamp answer, "we are as devoted and steadfast today aswe were
when we entered your service two centuries ago.”

"That isnot entirely true, Kurt. Sandor's devotion had only grown since he took his oath to serve the
House of Cachtice, but | have sensed a growing disenchantment among some of the rest of you. Now
that he'sgone, | fedl less secure.” Maybe, but the tone of her voice suggested she wasn't exactly quaking
in her diletto heds.

"Madame, | assureyou—" If Kurt meant to assure anyone, he would have to work on getting more
sincerity into hisvocd inflections. Deirdre was beginning to suck gently on my arm, the extraglands
benesth her tongue secreting anticoagulants to counteract my own blood's accelerated clotting factor.
While Bathory accused and Kurt remonstrated, the bruises on Deirdre's face began to fade and a pink
blush began to infuse the unearthly palor where her skin was unmarked. The discusson retreated into a
background of white noise and my vision faded into ared haze that persisted even after | closed my eyes.
| laid my head down beside hers as | felt something more than the blood pass between us. My head
began to spin and | wondered if she would be able to stop before | was drained dry.

Maybe that wouldn't be such abad thing.

She stopped.

She began to convulse.

"That'sinteresting,” | heard Béthory say.

"Deirdre!” | gathered her into my arms. " Somebody help me herel™

"Well need adiagnosis." Béthory snapped her fingers. "'Jahn, Kurt, get her down to Krakovski. Tell
him to prepare Red Clinic Two."

Asthe other two vamps moved toward the bed, Kurt cleared histhroat. "Gold Clinic Oneisjust
downthehdl."

"Red has a double setup. We may want to do aside-by-side.”

My head snapped around and | stared at her. "A what?" Jahn and Kurt started to take her out of my
ams. "Areyou taking about adouble vivisection?'

"It won't beavivisection if she'sdead, it will be an autopsy.”



| shook my head and refused to relinquish my grip. "Y ou can't autopsy avampire! Not unlessyou're
doing spectrographic chromatography of the ashed!”

Deirdre's seizures suddenly stopped. Between that and the superior strength of two vampires, | lost
my grip and fell back on the bed.

"Bethankful, Mr. Csdjthe, that I'm not sending you down to Krakovski'slab for andysis"" Shedidn't
add theword "yet." She didn't haveto.

| wasn't thinking about that, however. | was focused on Deirdre as Kurt and Jahn carried her toward
thedoor. If | had let Deirdre die | would have saved her. Instead, my act of "mercy" was going to make
her remaining existence one of utter horror.

| heard amoan rising up from the floor behind me: the vampire | had thrown into the wall was
beginning to stir. There were three other fully conscious vampiresin the room. If I'd had my silver-loaded
Glock, the odds would have still been out of my favor. Unarmed and woozy from blood loss, | didn't
have achancein Hell.

Which was pretty much where| was now, | figured.

Chapter Twenty-one

"Ohmy God!" | said, doubling over, "I'm going to be sick!" | jumped up off the bed and ran toward
the bathroom, clutching my stomach. The bathroom was roomy—uxury-sized just like the bedroom. The
tub was a doublewide Jacuzzi and the twin sinks were half-partitioned off from the rest of thefacilities.
There was no window, only afine-meshed ventilation grill capping ductwork that would give arat
claustrophobia. The door had alock and | pushed the button in for theillusion of privacy. If Béthory or
her minions wanted in, neither the lock nor the flimsy door would give them a second's pause.

| sat on thetoilet seat and bowed my head. | had but one chance and it was adim one.

Sincel first learned about vampiric trand ocation about ayear before, | had managed to successfully
pull it off fewer than adozen times. My last attempt—following my little tusde with Je Rouge, Mr.
Deacroix's brief resurrection, and hosting my post-mortem accident victim—wasthefirst time | had
managed to pull it off while under stress.

| usudly failed, even when meditating under the most ided of conditions. The question was, could |
do it now? Hostile forces surrounded me. Deirdre and Theresawere on their way to protracted, horrific
deaths. The third most ancient and powerful vampire | had ever known was just on the other side of a
door that was one step up from papier-méaché.

My only chance wasthat my luck had hit bottom hard enough for me to hitch aride on the rebound.

"Christopher . . . areyou al right?' The door was barely abarrier to Bathory's voice.

"Leavemedone” | ydled. "I'm sick!" | flushed thetoilet for corroborative sound effects.

"Poor Christopher,” she crooned. "I'll come back when you're feding better.” The sound of retregting

footsteps was encouraging—until my hypersenstive ears heard her say: "Awake now, arewe? I'm
locking himin but | want you right outside the bathroom door, just in case. Think you can handleit,



Viktor?'
"Y-yes my lady!”
"Becauseif you can't, we can roll an extragurney into Red Two."
Two sets of footfalls moved toward the outer door.
| tried to rdlax. | couldn't unclench my teeth.

Don't think about how little time you have. Thisisthe only way past Bathory and her goons. Thisis
the only way to reach Deirdre and Theresa. The only way.

Theonly way.

Only way.

Thetunnd.

Tunnd.

Breethe.

Breethe.

Stop bresthing.

Desth.

Thetunnd.

Death isbut the doorway . . .
Tonew life...
Welivetoday . ..
Wesghdl liveagain. ..
In many forms. . .
Shal wereturn. ..
Return. ..

Return. ..

| didn't know what forces till roiled through the charged atimosphere of BioWeb's|abyrinthine
facilities, but thistime there was a sensation of movement, like tunneling through murky water. | felt my
hacklesrise and, with them, the fur along my spine. | ran in the darkness upon dl four limbs, my snout
straining for the scent that would lead meto Deirdre. A golden thread of pheromones|ooped off to one
sdeand | followed, fdling, tumbling.

| came out of the tunnel and into the brightness, rolling across the floor and into the backstop of a
row of cabinets. | lurched to my feet to confront the vampire named Jahn. He was standing behind the
autopsy table where Deirdre struggled against heavy straps buckled about her wrists and left ankle. Her
right foot flailed about, Jahn having only madeit that far when | popped in. Clearly, the sght of anaked
man tumbling out of empty air was more of amgjor distraction than two naked women strapped down
and apparently unable to move: Jahn's jaw dropped open, which made Deirdre's forceful, upwards kick
al the more devastating as her foot smashed into his chin. His head snapped back and he went over
backwards like a stunt double in a chop-socky kung-fu movie.

Jahn was down but not out. | had just enough time to unbuckle Deirdre's [eft wrist restraint before
Jahn popped up like some giant, creepy Jack-in-the-Box from Vamps-R-Us.

"Look out!" Derdre exclaimed unnecessarily.

"You're naked!" Theresa shrieked even more unnecessarily. "Omigod! Why are you naked?'

Jahn didn't attack meimmediately. The whole "appear out of thinair" thing was not only amgor
showstopper, it was a provenance limited to the undead "ruling class." Manhandling the enlisted fangs and
the occasiona nosferatu noncom was one thing. Jahn might be Elizabeth Béthory's creature, but thiswas
probably the first time he'd been confronted by someone with a Doman's credentias from the outside and



off hishometurf.

"They're mine!" | declared, following each word with an emphatic push. "Y ou have no right! Thelaw
of the wampyr saysyou have no power over them! No rights!"

Jahn looked conflicted. Actudly, he looked alittle cross-eyed; he gpparently hadn't come al the way
back from that kick. Thiswas probably why Deirdre was able to sucker him again.

Thistime her foot shot up, missing hisface by agood three inches. He blinked as Deirdre's leg
completed aninety-degree arc, toes straining for the celling. "My lady commands—" he said, sounding
for dl the world like histongue had developed a charley horse. He never got the chanceto finish the
sentence: Delrdre's leg came crashing down, catching Jahn behind his head at the base of his skull and
propelling him face-firg into the ainless-stedl surface of the autopsy table. There was a soggy crunching
sound as flesh, abeit undead, collided violently with reinforced stedl dloy. Deirdre's subsequent attempt
to pin him down with a scissor-lock about his neck was thwarted when Jahn dissolved into aloosdly knit
clump of dust and ashes.

"Wow," | said, as Deirdrerolled to her side and unbuckled her right wrist restraint, "now that'swhet |
cdl ared ash kicking."

"Hey!" Theresacalled. "Could use alittle help over herel”

| was helping Theresawith her ankle straps when the door opened and Krakovski strode into the
room. He stopped. Took in the sights of scattered ashes trailing across dissection table one and puddling
to the floor, anaked redhead going through the cabinetsin search of something to wear, a naked brunette
nearly free of her restraints on dissection table two, and naked me who wasn't scheduled to be here. At
least, not yet.

Krakovski was the only one dressed. And he was wearing (by God!) one of those white, button up
the side, lab tunicsthat al the mad scientists used to wear in 1930s cinema. But he had enough "naked"”
fear in his eyesto make up for the unclothed state of the rest of us.

He opened his mouth and started to turn. To sound an darm? To flee? Neither mattered: while his
face was dtill turned toward us, his forehead sprouted ametal handle. A thread of blood traced atiny
tributary beneath the scalpel's grip and sought an estuary between Krakovski's bulging eyes. He
collgpsed as Deirdre raised two more surgical knives, throwing fashion, in her right hand and hefted a
bone saw in her [eft.

"I'll keep the door covered,” she said, "while you two get dressed.”

There were extrasurgical smocksin one of the lockers. | fastened the ties on Theresa's back then
took the scal pels and covered the door while Theresafastened mine and Deirdre dressed. The smocks
gaped down the back but it was avast improvement over "streaking” for the nearet exit.

Sdlecting handfuls of cutlery from the surgica tray, we crowded the door. Before | could ease it
open, Deirdre grabbed me and pulled me around to face her. ™Y ou came for me," she said, her eyes
shining. "Thanks. . ." She pulled my face down and pressed her lips against mine. Maybe it was because
| hadn't caught my breath before the kiss started: | was definitely lightheaded when shefindly broke the
sed of her mouth against mine. It took another moment to forcibly uncurl my toes. "1 won't forget what
you did for me!" she vowed bresthily.

| opened my mouth to say that she had done dl the heavy lifting, | had just showed up; but she
clutched the front of my smock with one hand and closed the other around my right hand, which was
holding the bone saw. "Promise me!" she demanded fiercely, "that you won't let them take me divel”

| looked over her head at the dissection tables where the heavy leather straps|olled like predators
tongues. "'l promise” | said.

"Just get me out of here," Theresamoaned.

"I'mway ahead of you," | said.

Actudly, | was only alittle ahead of them both: they crowded my back as| eased the door open a



crack. The outer chamber was deserted.

We moved through the anteroom and cracked the next door. It opened into afourth-floor hallway.
At least that'swhat | assumed from the number on the door acrossthe hall. "Comeon," | said. We
moved out into the deserted corridor and headed for the stairs.

<Cséjthe.. >

| staggered: the voice ingde my head didn't hurt so much asit caught me off guard.
"Chris?' Deirdre reached out to steady me. "What'swrong?"

| made a shushing motion with my hand.

"What do you want?' | murmured.

<| want to know if you are all right. Viktor says you haven't come out of the bathroom, yet,
and that it has grown very quiet in there.>

"So he'sworried? How swest."

<He€'s not so much worried as heisbored. | am the one who isworried. Viktor just wants to
go to bed.>

"Didn't he just take a nap againgt the bedroom wall? Well, tell him to go ahead. I'm going to take a
long, hot bath."

<You should think about going to bed soon. | have a very comfortable bed down in my
quarters.>

We reached the bend in the hdl: no stairwell. The stairs were another building's length away, at the
end of the adjoining corridor.

"Not deepy. Sept dl night.”

<You don't have to sleep to enjoy a comfortable bed.>
"Grandmother, what big teeth you have.

<What does that mean?>

"Viceisnice but incest isbest?'

Theresds eyes grew large while Deirdre's narrowed.

<Assuming you are one of my descendants—something Kurt and the others will not accept
until we test your DNA—there is ten times the distance between us as between what you call
"kissing cousins." And if you believe in that collection of fairytales called the Bible, you must
believe we are all guilty of incest since we all must come from the family of Noah.>

| sighed. "What do you want? Y ou're not attracted to me sexualy. And definitely vice versa. So what
would be the point?'

<An alliance of power, my dear Csgjthe. | have it. You want it.>

"Sez who?'

<| have certain things that you want.>

"Redly?Likeaprigine vinyl pressing of Blitzstein's Airborne Symphony—the Bernstein and Welles
performance?’ We reached the end of the hall without being seen and opened the door to the stairwell.

<| wasreferring to the lives of your friends.>

"Y eah? It was my understanding that you were having my friends dissected.”

<Perhaps they will survive the process,; the wamphyri are a very hardy species. But | was
speaking of other friends. You have a fondness, have you not, for Dr. Delacroix? And then thereis
your secretary Olivia, and her nephew. You seem to have developed an affinity for dark meat,
Csdjthe: compelling evidence that we are not so genetically similar.>

"Hey, fuck you, witch, and the broom you rodein on.”



<You might guarantee their safety by swearing fealty to me in front of the others.>

"Y ou want me to swear at you in front of an audience, | got no problem with that.”

<You are my prisoner, Cséjthe. | don't require your cooperation; | can take what | want if
necessary.>

"Then why negotiate?' We were dmost down to the third-floor landing.

<Come to bed with me and | will tell you.>

"Haven't | seen thismovie on late-night cable? Oh yeah, 'An Affair To Dismember'.” But | knew
what shereally wanted. Sex magick, apowerful ritud of binding that would cement my alegiancein the
eyes of her tribe and bind me into servitude with unseen cords of power. Her only true desire was her
need to turn me into some emblematic trinket to be added to her charm bracelet of power.

<I| could have Viktor break the door down and bring you to me.>
"Now that would be afatal mistake."

She snorted, producing aredly unpleasant sensation between my ears. <Y ou may be stronger and
faster than an ordinary human but you are no match for afull-blooded vampire.>

"Whichiswhy I'd haveto force him to kill me."
Now Deirdre's eyes grew wide while Theresa's narrowed.

<You are making this far more difficult than any reasonable person should. The sun will be up
shortly and—>

"Oh shit!" | said. My voice boomed and echoed up and down the stairwell.
<What isit?>

"What isit?' Deirdre and Theresa echoed.

"Dawniscoming!" | sad. "Run!"

Weran. Over the dapping thuds of bare feet pounding down the sairs| heard the whisper of
Béthory's voice as she ordered Viktor to break down the bathroom door. In afew minutes she would
probably have afull-scae security dert and the building in total lockdown. A few minutes beyond that
and it probably wouldn't even matter: Once the sun came up we would be effectively trapped in the
building for another twelve hours, anyway.

<Csgjthe? Where are you?>
"Looking for Red Two. Where did you take them, you bitch?'

<You're bluffing. You've been bluffing all along, haven't you? You've already rescued them
and you're trying to get out of the building. What will you do then? Burn?>

"Sure. Better ash than hash.”
<Such bravado. And such a clever, clever man. | have obviously misudged you.>
"Wdl," | puffed, "that's one of us."

<Say. Stay willingly and | promise to let the others go and provide them with safe
transport.>

"Y ou promise?"
<Yesl>
" 000, there's something | can take to the bank! A promise from Bloody Béthory!"

Deirdre reached out and touched my arm as we hit the door on the first floor and spilled out into the
halway. " She offering you a better ded?"

"Morelike abitter ded."
"Dont tekeit!" shesaid fiercdly.
A security guard appeared around the corner of an intersecting corridor. From the look on hisfacel



guessed that no one had sounded any darms. Y et.

"Eeek!" Deirdre squeded, suddenly sounding very girly. She flung her arms out and put on an extra
burst of speed. "Help me! Save me!™

The guard ingtinctively reached for hissde arm, but the sight of a squediing, jiggling redhead running
toward him in an abbreviated smock set one group of reflexes againgt another. The resulting hesitation
cost him: instead of embracing her uniformed savior, she ran him down and ssomped on him for good
measure.

While she dedlt with one roadblock | dealt with another.
Regindd, | caled, Reggiel
—What?— Not possessing a brain that had been rewired for tel epathy, the lobby guard's voice was

very faintin my head. If | hadn't opened his mind and poked around ingde on my firgt vist, | wouldn't
even have the vaguest of connections now.

Unlock the front door.
—What? Who's there?>—

Just do it, Reggie! Even at thisdistance | didn't haveto push, just nudge. My initial contact with
Reginald was paying off inamanner | hadn't originaly envisoned. Oh, and Regg . . . what kind of a car
do you drive?

—Subaru station wagon. Y e—yelow.—
Doesn't anybody buy American anymore? Parked out front?
—Su—sure—

| need to borrow your keys, my man. Have them ready. | sensed agrowing resistance and had to
push now.

Sorry.

We rounded the corner at the end of the hall and headed for the main lobby, just seconds away. An
alarm began to blare in strident pulse patterns.

"We're not going to makeit!" Theresawailed.

It looked like she was right. Aswe burgt into the glass-walled vestibule &t the front of the BioWeb
complex it was obvious that the darkest part of the night sky was merely gray. The horizon was aready
limned with threads of gold and ablush of pink. Maybe " Je Rouge' was going to get us after dl.

Aswe ran up to arather dazed-looking Reggie, holding aset of keysin histrembling hand, Elizabeth
Béthory's voice rang oLt.

"Stop!" she cried from above us.

We looked up. The Witch of Cachtice stood at the railing of the second-floor balcony. She was not
aone. Jamd, wearing asmock smilar to the oneswe al sported, dangled limply from the vampireés grip
about his neck. | wondered how long she had been holding him in reserve as a potentia hostage?

"Surrender or | kill him!™

Maybe.

Maybe she aready had—her test release of the Blackout Virus could well have already sgned his
degth warrant.

Deirdre looked at me with haunted eyes. "1—I can't!”

| nodded dowly. "No. No, you certainly cannot.” | looked back up at my secretary's nephew, who
coughed feebly in Bathory's grasp. "But | haveto stay.” | looked back at her. "Do you understand?”

She nodded. "If you survive the day, I'll find away to come back for you!" she whispered.
"Now yourejust being slly.” | swiped the keys out of Reggie's hand and threw them at her. "Run!™ |



yelled.

The sun peeked over the horizon as Deirdre dammed through the front door. "It'stoo latel” Theresa
screamed as golden beams of light began to poke holesin the distant line of treesto the east. She began
backing up even as Deirdre ran down the front steps and into the smooth, blacktopped killing field of the
parking lot.

"Some rescue," Bathory sneered, releasing her hold on Olive's nephew. Hefell at her feet with a
muted sigh. At that moment it cameto methat | hadn't stayed to save Jama . . .

... | had stayed to destroy the Witch of Cachtice.

Or dietrying.

At that moment Deirdre reached the yellow Subaru &t the far end of thelot.

She dropped the keys. In her haste and panic she ended up kicking them under the car.

"Y ou should have left well enough done, Csgthe," Béthory crooned. "With me, she at least had a
chance."

"| saved her," | said with more defiancethan | fdt. "Thiswas her choice."

Béthory laughed. "Darkness spare me from your idea of salvation, Csgthe! | thought burning was
reserved for the damned!”

As she recovered the keys and stood, the rising sun caught her full inits pure and intensifying glare.
"Too bad we don't have popcorn,” Bathory added.

Theresamade a gagging sound and amoment later | heard the sound of running footsteps retreating
back down the corridor behind us.

| couldn't look away. | felt it was my duty to serve aswitnessto Deirdre's sacrifice. And | was
counting on it to magnify my rage for thekilling yet to come.

Now, | thought, now the solar radiation will be triggering the biochemica combustion that vampire
fleshisheir to. Now her blood will start to boil.

Seeming to redize it wastoo late, Deirdre stopped trying to fit the key to the troublesome lock in the
door. Sheturned to face the fiery orb of the rising sun, to acknowledge her own last moments of
mortdity.

Please, God, | prayed; if You exig, let it be quick.

But it wasn't quick.

The seconds dragged by .

Ten.

Twenty.

A hdf-minute.

The sun became too bright for usto bear, even through the heavily tinted glass. | moved back into the
shadows and shielded my eyes. As| did, Deirdrefinaly reacted.

She convulsed. Spasmed. Leapt asif shocked or stung.

Then—the most shocking thing of al—she began to dance! Standing in alake of molten gold,
showered and drenched by the bright, unbearable light of the growing day, Deirdre danced and whirled,
armsflung out to gather more light and heat unto her pae, unmarked flesh.

Finaly she stopped.

Blew akisstoward thefirgt floor of the |obby.

Then, very ddliberately, extended her middle finger in an unmistakable sdute to the second-floor
ba cony.

"Guard!" Béathory screamed, "bring that woman to me!™



Reginad began to shake off his dazed expression as Deirdre unlocked the door of his station wagon.
| stepped up and tripped him on hisway to the front door. Aswe watched Deirdre drive away | heard
Béthory say: "Mr. Csdthe, you are avery dangerous man."

Shehad no idea.

Chapter Twenty-two

Holding me againgt my will was problemeatic now that they knew | could trandocate.

Even though it'swiddly believed that a vampire has the power to become as mist or fog and pass
through cracks or keyholes to enter or escape any dwelling or chamber, most of the undead don't really
have this particular trick up their rotted deeves. That's how | took Bathory's minions by surprise the first
time. Now that they knew | had the power of a Doman, they had to scramble for anew game plan.

Making it doubly difficult was the fact that | wasn't bound to a coffin or the need to deep during the
day. Aslong as| didn't have to snooze and they did, | had the advantage.

On the other hand, they had hostages. And human allies who were armed and trained to deal with
undead advantages.

Not to mention a pharmaceutica solution to the insomnia problem, aswell.

BioWeb, among its other potions, philters, and witches brews, had a broad assortment of
tranquilizing agents. Lieutenant Lenny Birkmeister and his quasi-military goons sent me off to dreamland
shortly after Béthory and her undead minionsretired for the day.

* * *

In short order | find mysdf back in Cachtice Castle, my dream state propelling me four hundred
yearsinto the past.

Past the discoveries and arrests.

Pest thetrid and executions.

The nether regions of my stone-and-mortar namesake are empty, devoid of prisoners.

| wander through Erzsebet Béthory's chamber of horrors and wonder how we could be frightened by
thumbscrews and racksin ssone-walled cells yet completely relaxed in glass and chromed labs where
vidsof anthrax and Ebola hibernate in stainless-stedl coolers.

Hereistheiron cage with the razored bars, spikes and twisted blades turned inward to provide the
countesswith her showers of virgin's blood. There, the whipping post with troughsto collect the unguents
for her beauty regimen. Nearby an oubliette with a platform reminiscent of the autopsy tablesin Red
Two, thetraysfor knives and needles toppled to the floor, the instruments of the crimson harvest
disposed of—or collected as gridy trophies by the mob that stormed the daughterhouse benesth the
witch's dark tower.

A sound on the stairsand | step back into the shadows. Only there are no shadows: the torches and
lamps have gone dark and cold and thisis but adream where | can see with no light and walk with no



physica presence.

The witch enters the chamber, runs her hand aong the side of the rack in an affectionate gesture. "It
was good whileit lasted,”" she says asif recalling amoment of bucolic nogtagia. "Their terror seemed
more exquisite back then. Even using the same instruments, duplicating the same settings, doesn't seem to
heet the blood quite so € oquently today.” She raises her eyes and gazes steadfastly into mine. "The pain,
the horror," she says, "enhances the blood. It islike a potent spice that tri ples—quadrupl es—the potency
of itspower. Andthetaste. . ." | repressashiver at the smilethat curves her lipslike asmoothly drawn
bow. "Do you have any idea? One sip from atortured virgin and you'll never go back to the merciful
gtrike, the unconscious prey, the—"

"Okay!" I interrupt, "I get it! You'rea cortisol freak. Or isit the elevated histamine levelsthat floats
your boat?'

"My mistake was in using human servitors," she continues. Her eyes drop and she seemsto speak
moreto hersdf—asif | am aghostly presencein her dream instead of the reverse. "'l subsequently
recruited my chief retainers from the undead aristocracy. Peasants may be more overt in their enthusiasm
but the highborn understand duty better over thelong haul. | wasill-served by thislot but | learned
invaluablelessons. . "

Her eyesrise and lock onto mine again. "What lessons might | learn from you, Dragonspawn? What
might you have learned from your Dark Sire?!

| shrug. ™Y ou mean beyond 'no good deed goes unpunished?' | shake my head. ™Y ou can forget
tracking Dracula down through me. | don't know where heis. | don't even want to know where heis.
We don't exchange Christmas cards or share instant messaging, and he'stotally out of my Rolodex.”

"Y ou share ablood-bond. And heis near."

| think my eyebrowsrise: it'shard to tell in adream, and a drug-induced one, & that. "Heis, huh?
Wéll, that's more than | knew."

She extends her hand in languid gesture. "Wdll, you still have your uses. . . ."
"Y ou swest taker, you."
"Join me. | have much that | can teach you. Many pleasurablethings. . ."

It suddenly occursto methat Erzsébet Béthory is supposed to be locked up in her tower and not
walking about down here on the Dungeon Nostalgia Tour 1712.

"Y ou can't understand until you've tasted thewine of pain,” she continues dreamily, reaching out to
touch my lips, "the bouquet of swesat and fear, the Bordeaux of blood and bruises. . ."

| dap her hand away. "Theresdl kinds of tasty, body-amping, mind-blowing poisonsin the world,
lady, and each one comes with a price tag. Ther€'s no point in taste-testing the ones | can't afford.”

"l can giveyou afreesample.”

"Thereésno such thing asafreetaste,” | say, flexing my knees. "I've got enough regrets without you
adding tomy lig!" I launch mysdlf into the air, passing through the calling like an insubstantia thought. |
continueto riseinto the cold night above the courtyard. | had sampled theillusion of flight in childhood
dreams, but the sensation thistimeis crigp and definite despite the haze of barbituratesin my system. |
rise up and up, the black thrust of Erzsébet's tower just a dozen feet to starboard.

| hesitate as | reach the ditted window of the countess chambers turned prison. My senses grow
sharper inthe cold, crysta night air. | consider the moonlight upon the dark sone walls around the
narrow aperture, how it is contrasted by the lamplight flickering from within.

A face appears on the other side of the mortared dot. A face made familiar by a handful of blurry
woodcuts and an ancient portrait in oils. Momentary confusion givesway to epiphany. | continue my
ascent, rising up and up toward the brightness of the moon—toward a new understanding of history and
the reverberation of conspiracy and deception across four centuries. | rise out of the darkness of dreams
and troubled deep, climbing on acollison course with truth and maybe.. . . just maybe. . .



four-hundred-year-old vengeance.

* * %

| awoketo find agray-eyed, gray-haired, gray-suited man sitting beside my bed. Behind him and at
thefoot of the bed—I turned my head—and on the other side, were five no-nonsense humans. Their
postures marked them as military even though their clothing was devoid of any markings of rank or
insgnia Theway they held their wegpons suggested they were familiar with preternatura biology and
knew exactly what to do if | twitched the wrong way.

| eased my hands up and did them behind my neck, lacing my fingers together to cradle my head. |
sretched alittle to wake the rest of my body. "Good morning, Generd,” | said, asif it were the most
natural thing in the world to wake up to his nondescript face. "Or isit good evening, now?"

"It'sgood afternoon, Mr. Csgthe," he answered. If hisvoice or hisfaceimplied any hint of agmile, |
hed totally missed it. Y ou've thrown off the tranquilizing agents faster than we anticipated.”

"I've dways had trouble degping in,”" | said. "By the way, if you're going to have akey to my
bedroom, | think we should be on afirst name basis. | mean, '‘Generdl’ isso .. . . generd. General who?
Generd Electric? Generd Quarters? Generd Mills?' | gave him my best "gee whiz" look. "Hey, if you're
Genera Mills, would your headquarters be in Battle Creek?"

Hislipsthinned into ahumorless parody of asmile. "Y ou're a smartass, aren't you, boy? | know your
type. Mock authority, scoff at discipline, spit ontheflag. . ."

"Whoathere, Hoss!" Apparently | twitched too much: tasers, trank guns and automatic wespons
shifted into firing position. ™Y ou can cuff me and smack me around and bore me to tears with sappy little
speeches about the sanctity of your cause; you've got the men and the firepower and the hostagesto
keep me from walking out the door. But | won't have my patriotism questioned by the likes of Nazi
Fascig traitors like you and your little pseudo-military circle-jerk herel™

He backhanded me but the position was awkward for him: it barely stung, didn't draw blood and |
don't believe | even blinked. Hey, | had just given him permission, anyways.

"Mindif | 9t up?' | asked. "It might help you get alittle more leverage on the next one.

"Y ou have no right to make accusations when you don't know what you're talking about,” he said
with amildnessthat was the most unnerving thing | had experienced so far today .

"I know enough to make some educated guesses.” | squirmed up dowly into agtting position and
eased my legs over the side of the bed. ™Y ou see, that's the thing about Evil: It dways has tunnd vision.

Y ou people never seem to get the fact that the expedient course of action israrely the mora one. For
you, the end aways justifies the means and collateral damage is dways an abstract concept.”

"Y ou il don't know what you're talking about.”

| rested my forearms on my knees and Stared at the carpet between my feet, trying to raly my
reserves of anger and energy. "Wrong. I'm talking about geneticaly tailored influenzaviruses. Or
something that walks and talks like the flu but packs a punch like an end-of-the-world plague. More
importantly, it killsthe right people.”

"And who are the right people?' he asked, the picture of mildly interested innocence.

"Apparently they're whoever you say they are," | shot back. "Right now it lookslike the elderly isone
group of the right people—that's your Greyware Project, right? And African-Americans are the second
group. Operation Blackout. Concise, descriptive, and clever: not like that baffling codespeak that the real
military would use"

"There are higher purposes—"

"Y eah, tell me about your "higher purposes.’ I've got a pretty good handle on the ‘what' and the 'how.'
It'sthe'why' that ludes my intellectud grasp.”

Hejust stared a me and the ook on his face suggested | wasn't worth the waste of breath that an
explanation would require. Damn! 1t lwaysworked in the movies: super-villain has hero within his power



and gloatingly revedsadl the details of his secret plans. Guess| didn't rank high enough on the Nemesis
Chart. On the other hand | wasn't strapped to adiding table with an industrial-strength laser pointed at
my crotch.

Since clever and caustic witticism weren't producing the desired effect, | cheated. | gave him amenta
nudge. | wasn't sure it would do any good: Faf and Mouse were seemingly immune, but it didn't cost
anythingtoftry.

| gave him a second nudge.

Then agentle poke.

Extended psychic fingers and gave his cerebellum a squeeze.

Bingo; the grunts might be inoculated againgt vampiric mind melds but the general wasnt.

"Imagine alifeboat,” he sad.

"Oh, thissoundsfamiliar,” | muttered.

"A lifeboat that has aforty-man capacity,” he continued. "Maybe you can haul afew extrabodies
aboard, et another dozen cling to the sides; but take on sixty or more passengersin any form and that
boat's headed for the bottom. Now put that boat in the water with a hundred people trying not to drown.
Y ou can saveforty, easy. Probably fifty if some of them stay in the water and hold on to the Sdes. But
everyone's going to want in that boat and—as soon as the magic number is reached—everybody
drowns. Y ou can let that happen or you can try to guarantee the maximum possible number of survivors.
The only way you can do that is by keeping the ones out of the boat who were going to drown anyway."

"Sort of amodern anti-Noah," | observed, "deciding who lives and who drowns."

"Y ou may not likeit, son, but do the math. If unpleasant decisions are not made then something even
more unpleasant happens. Y ou can be responsible for everyone dying just because you didn't want to get
your handsalittledirty.”

"S0," | said, "seeing as how we're somewhat removed from the ocean, I'm assuming thislifeboat is
metaphoricd. An andogy. So, let me guesswhat were redly talking about. Entitlements? Socidl
Security?"

"I may have migudged you, son. Y ou're not as stupid as you look."

"Keegp cdling me'son' and I'm going to start entertaining thoughts of fratricide.”

He smiled. Even getting dl loose-lipped under my mental dominance, he was il trying to push my
buttons. "Socia Security is supposed to bein serioustrouble by 2024 or 25," | continued, trying to hide
the fact that he was moderately successful.

"It'sbeenintrouble alot longer than that and we're going to hit thewall alot sooner than that. Deficit
spending and the war on terrorism have drained the entitlements programs ahead of schedule, and
Congress can't keep the lid on our pending bankruptcy much longer. When the government checks start
bouncing there will be panic, economic collapse, anarchy. What would you do? Sit back and let it
happen®’

| ill didn't know if this guy waslegitimate brass or bogus militia, but his numberswerethered ded.
Once upon atime—back in the 1930s to be more precise, less than half of the genera population was
expected to live past the age of sixty-five. It took sixteen people paying into the Socia Security trust fund
to pay for oneretiree and, given early twentieth-century life expectancy, the ratios worked. Fast-forward
to the close of same century and changesin medicine and economics had changed the math radically.
Eighty-six percent of the population was living past retirement age and only four people of working age
were available to support each retiree.

Now, in the twenty-first century, the baby-boom generation had begun lining up for their retirement
benefitsand Gen X lacked the popul ation base to fund the growing tidal wave of Socia Security claims.
On top of that, the cost of Medicare was doubling every ten years and clamsto other entitlements were
expanding exponentialy. The mathematical fix was savagely smple: Aslong asaworker produces, he or



she has vaue to the system. Once they retire, they not only lose their desirability as producers, they
become economic liabilities. The Greyware Project was the Smple, direct solution, abiotechnica assst
to the Darwinian laws of economic entropy.

Therewasjust one problem with hislogic—that is, assuming you didn't find the willful murder of
human beings for economic stability to be morally repugnant. The generd's equation measured only
economic contributions and those within the corporate payroll template. It assumed that " productivity"
ended on a certain schedule. It didn't account for the necessities of parents and grandparents and
great-grandparents. the guidance and stability they provided for the base unit structures of
society—children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren. Families. Neighborhoods. Communities. And
this narrow economic definition failed to consider that some cultura contributions aren't possible until
enough years and experiences are stacked up in alifetime to begin great works rather than close out the
books on them.

Would the Greyware Virus care that V oltaire was 64 when he penned Candide? What about other
literary works, like Zorba the Greek, written when Nikos K azantzakis was 66; The Trumpet of the
Swan by E.B. White at the age of 70; or The Fountain of Age by Betty Friedan, 72? Would the Socia
Security Solution take into account the fact that actor Tony Randd| was the same age when he founded
the National Actors Theatre or that Jessica Tandy won Best Actress Oscar for Driving Miss Daisy a
the age of 80?7 How about Tony Bennet's Singing career enjoying arenaissancein his 70s or Grandma
Moses starting aserious painting career at the age of 78? Jazz violinist Stephane Grappelli and classical
guitarist Andres Segoviatouring to worldwide acclaim when they werein their 80s?

Never mind the moral repugnance of the Greyware solution—for every Alzheimer-tranced oldster
drooling in aprivate ward in some entitlement-funded facility, there were hundreds of vibrant elders
making their greatest contributions yet to the quality of communal lifefor society asawhole.

But how do you get these points acrossto the "Bottom Line" Ingtitution? They've aready reduced
people to commodities long before they reach a certain age. Use 'em up, throw 'em out. They've served
their purpose; never mind that the money they're entitled to is the money they've paid into the system over
their lifetimes. Once the cow stops giving milk, it'stime to make hamburgers.

The generd nodded asif my slence indicated consent. "We are talking about the surviva of the
greatest country on the face of the earth.”

"If we're reduced to this then maybe we're not so great aswethink we are.”
"There are historical and societd precedents,” the genera argued. "The American Indians—"

"Y ou're going to cite me the example of what some of the nomadic, Plainstribes did when their
elderly weretoo frail andill to be cared for anymore. Thisis not the same thing. We're not talking about
abandoning the ederly and infirmto live or die on their own: We dready do that. We're talking about
wholesale generational murder! So don't bring up the Hemlock Society or obsolete culturd groupslike
the Spartans. The only comparable cultural analogy is Hitler's Fina Solution.”

"Thisisnothing likethat!" he roared.

"Y eah? The only noticeable differences I've picked up on so far isthat you now have the technology
to bring the Zyklon-B to the victims rather than the other way around. And no one's mentioned making
s0ap or lampshades out of the elderly.” | eyeballed him. "Have they?"

Hisface wasred, now. "We are talking about survival, herel™

Or asacertain contestant on the Vietnamese game show What's My Lai once said: "We had to
destroy the village to saveit.”

"Okay, | get the new Medikill program for the ederly,” | replied, "but what's the dedl with Operation
Blackout? Isn't killing off asignificant portion of the population sufficient? Or isit that bureaucratic

atitude of afew million deaths here, afew million there—pretty soon we're talking genuine fatdity
rates?’



| don't know what | expected to come out of his mouth. That Blacks were a"mongre" race as so
many White supremacists were overly fond of saying? Well, that's sort of what it was, only dandified and
dressed up as the second round of Usaless People Economics 101. The general had more numbers
ready and started off with the dramatic racia shiftsin prison populations, statistics on crime and
recidivism, poverty levels, school drop-out rates, joblessness, drug use, and—Dbefore | knew it—we
were back to the Greyware issues of welfare and entitlements.

| tuned him ou.

Therewas no point in even attempting a debate, internally or externaly. The man waslocked into his
worldview and acozy little conversation with moi wasn't going to change his accounting system or the
way he crunched his numbers. | was better off nodding and agreeing and acting like a True Bdliever until
| could get everybody to look the other way.

But then what?

Even without aroomful of Marine-wannabes there didn't seem be much that | could do about what |
hed learned. | felt like Mary Philbin unmasking Lon Chaney, pulling back the spooky veneer and finaly
getting aglimpse of the true horror underneath that was BioWeb.

Theissue here was even larger than the issue of wiping out millions—potentidly billions—for the
shortcomings of afew thousand. | had used the term " African American” when the truth wasthisvirus
wouldn't stop to check your citizenship papers a the borders. If thisthing got loose and did what it was
designed to do, it would dwarf al of history's past attempts at genocide. It truly would be the end of the
world for an entire race, amonumenta crime against humanity that would put the death camps of Nazi
Germany and Soviet Russia, Chinaand North Korea—all of history's horrors from the Black Hole of
Cdcuttato the Trail of Tearsto the Bataan Death March—in the category of "feloniesand
misdemeanors.”

And that was just for sarters. The follow-up question was: for what degree of ethnicity are you
adjusting this virus?

Had the genera and hisband of brown-shirt patriots consdered the fact that issues of racid "purity”
and separation of the races were fairytale concepts at odds with the human genome? Perhaps his
greet-great-grandparents had introduced a little mulatto blood into the family tree. Would he find himsalf
coughing out hislast lungful of life dongside hisdistant cousinsin some hospitd ward afew monthsfrom
now?Would wedl?

Or was Operation Blackout geared to the genetic subsets for melanin—adifferent genetic issue than
that of "race" or ethnicity?

| wasimpatient. | didn't want to waste any more time doing averba dance with Generdissmo
Muscle-ini, here, so | took the direct gpproach. Probing his mind with mental fingers, | tried toroll his
brain—much like | used to turn over sones by the river to hunt for night crawlers.

And, asin my childhood fishing expeditions, | found them: the generd was quite mad.

It was aquiet and elegant psychosis, not loud and vociferous like George C. Scott's Genera Buck
Turgidsonin Dr. Srangelove. More of an understated and unconscious, Anthony Hopkins-esque type
of lunacy—not in the rabidly self-aware mode of Dr. Hannibal Lector but more aong the subtle manners
of Corky the ventriloquist in Magic.

| picked up acouple of interesting impressons as | considered the scramble of menta pedeswriggling
about the base of hisskull.

Firgt, he wasn't sandard Government Issue, after al. Private militia, then—though heretained a
strong conviction that he redly was working covertly for Uncle Samud!.

Wasiit possible? Presidents, senators, and congressmen came and went with every eection, but
generations have whispered of a shadow government—unanswerable to the populace or its chosen but
trangitory representation. Might other gray men infest the corridors of power in D.C.? Shadowy gray



power mongers who knew no masters beyond their own star chambers and secret societies? Might
colorless, darkling hearts and minds birth such evil schemes and then entrust them to sdlf-styled
patriots-in-exile?

Perhaps. But | could not know the truth from this man's mind. It had been sane, once. Sanein the
sense that bigotry and narcissism could rule aman and not impede his rise to power. But he had been
twisted beyond his own feeble abilitiesfor evil. The monster who ruled the East Coast undead had used
her powers of psychic persuasion to reshape the genera to her own dark purposes. A man who fancied
himsalf acommander of men was nothing more than a spear-carrier for acampaign that was beyond his
damaged understanding.

| opened my psychic fingers so that everything disappeared benegth the surface again with alittle,
telepathic "plop.”

So it was awaste of bregth to argue right and wrong: al | could expect to get out of adebate was an
extralayer of security around Yours Truly. If | wasto have any chance at throwing amonkey wrench
into the works, | would have to act the part of team player.

And figure out how to smile without gagging.

By thetime | had considered my real options and brought my attention back to General Genocide, he
had finished his statistical analyss and had moved on to cultura comparisons to other disadvantaged
groups—essentialy how the "chinks' and "gooks' scored higher on the school LEAP tests despite the
"niggers' home advantages of language and American culture. . .

| forced agrin. "Redly, sr; | wasjust yanking your chain. Y ou'll get no argument from me about the
Black problem.”

At least not right now when al the gunswere on hisside of the room.

"But," | added, "I'm afraid | get alittle testy when | think about my dear old grandmother getting a
dose of BioWeb super flu."

The generd gave me alook that suggested he knew horseshit when he heard it, saw it, or smelled it
and hewasn', by God, about to swallow any of it.

"S0, hereés one of my negotiating points,” | continued. "I sign on with you guys and she getsthe
vacaine”

"Y ou don't seem to understand, son,” he said, missing the whitening of my knuckles on that last word,
"your assisoursand it don't matter whether you decide to cooperate or not."

On that issue he wasterribly misinformed: there was a vast difference between them having meand
my being "cooperative." | intended to demondtrate the difference in no uncertain terms.

| just hadn't settled on alesson plan, yet.
"Do you need to use the bathroom, son?"
"Huh?No. Why?'

"Because the countess wants you presentabl e this evening. She's planning on someformal ceremony
shortly after sundown and it wouldn't do for you to soil yoursdlf before | have to ddiver you. Then we
have amidnight flight to catch: her highness wants you bundled back to her base of operationsin New
Y ork where her security situationisalot tighter." A thoughtful ook passed across hisface—arather
mideading expression from what | had seen so far. "Well haveto trank you athird time, | guess.™

"A third time?' | asked.

"Thethird timewill befor thetraveing."

"What about the second, then?"

The generd's answer consisted of one word and anod: " Sergeant.”

A tranquilizer gun coughed and a hypo-dart smacked into my leg, injecting its dose on impact.
"Lookslikeyou'l bealittle late for the ceremony, son,” he said, getting up from the chair and



brushing himself off, "but | can't have you pulling any shenanigans on my watch. After sundown you're
thelr respongbility.”
Touseor tolose, | heard hismind echo as he headed for the door.

My eyes started to flutter. Thiswasjust great! Unarmed and alone, | had just hoursto arrange thefall
of this high-tech House of Usher. Never mind that | had no practica plan and now | was going to spend
most of that time drugged and unconscious.

Was| ever going to catch abreak?

Ah, Lupé, | cried, I'm sorry | never got the chanceto tell you how much you meant to me. That I'll
never see your face again. That the world may well go down in flamesand | won't be thereto hold
you—

=Hold on there, big guy, the cavary's coming for you! =
Deirdre?

=Now admit it: Areyou really so sorry to have the advantage of a blood-bond under the
present circumstances?=

Areyou all right?

=All right?= Shelaughed and my toes curled in amost unnerving manner. =Y eah, I'mdl right! I'm
not aphysica or mental prisoner of Bloody Béthory, I'm not strapped to an autopsy table for
Krakovski's amusement, I'm divel=

You aredive?

=1 just ate a cheeseburger—my first solid food in over a year. It was delicious! And now I'm
standing outside in the sun. | think I'm starting to tan!=

Pretty amazing.
=You don't understand; | could never tan before | became a vampire!=
Where are you?

=Hiding out at your friend, Mr. Montrose's, place. Did you know he practically has his own
Civil War museum? I've never seen so many muskets in my life. It's like an ancient armory.=

How did you wind up there?

=Your other friend, that fortune-teller, she was waiting for me at your place. We ditched the
Subaru and she drove me to the Montrose estate. Told me to wait here. She's out, rounding up
some of your other friends—=

Other friends?

=| never knew you had so many friends.=

Neither did I.

= She wanted me to give you a message.=

Yeah?

=She said to tell you to remember Ephesians six-twelve.=
That'sit? That's the message?

=Yes. What doesit mean?=

| have no idea.

Actualy that wasn' true.

| hadn't darkened a church door since the deaths of my wife and daughter except to steal holy water
from the Catholics. And it had been more than a couple of decades since I'd had to memorize Bible
verses for Sunday school. But afew passages had stayed with me down the long years of asecular life
lived and Paul's warning to the saints at Ephesus was one of them.



"For we wrestle not againgt flesh and blood,” the Apostle had written, "but againgt principalities,
agang powers, againg the rulers of the darkness of thisworld, againgt spiritua wickednessin high
places”

=What are you thinking?=
That | ought to give up wrestling and take up bowling.

And that, for ajuju woman, Mama Samm seemed awfully conversant with the New Testament. Of
coursg, if you're gonnaget down and get jiggy with the end-of-the-world references, the Bible was, by
and large, the text of choice for most of North America. . . .

=Well, I'm supposed to wait for her here. And I'm supposed to hide if the police come by.=

Montroseisdead, | told her. My old adversaries-in-arms put an antitank rocket into histruck and
blew him up with it. The copswill probably send someone by in the next day or so for a cursory
investigation. Since he didn't die at home it isn't redly a crime scene but they'll want phone numbersfor
next of kin, anything that might shed light on relaionships. . . businessdedlings. . . connected to his
death. ..

| shook my head, trying to cleer it.

Is anyone else there? | sent what | hoped was a clear image of Chalice Delacroix and the Be-bop,
re-bop, zoot-suit guy.

=| think I'm alone, but the lock on the back door is broken and it looks like there's been some
kind of a struggle.=

| shook my head again. It only served to make the room spin.
=But what is happening? You're starting to fade!=

I've been drugged . . . probably be out until dark. Then they're moving out around midnight.
After we're gone you need to get Pagelovitch . . . hispeople. . . to get their hands on explosives. .
. plastique, dynamite, hell . . . make Molotov cocktailsif you haveto . . . but this place hasto be
destroyed!

And| told her asmuch as| could until my brain completely fuzzed out. The next to the last words |
heard inside my head repeated her promise to come back and rescue me.

No, | told her. It'stoo danger . . .
=1'm hooking up with some of your friends. In fact, Mama Samm said Billy-Bob—=
Hdlo Darkness, my old friend.

* % %
>Csgjthe.<
The voice was ancient.
>Csgthe. . <
Sonorous.
>Csgthel<
And chilling.
>Cséjthe?<

Did I mention familiar? Princein exile Vladimir Drakul Bassarab was providing narration for my next
dream sequence.

It'sabout time, | answered groggily. Where have you been, Old Dragon?
>Hither and yon, child. My business takes me many places.<

| smiledinmy deep. Youlielikearug! Y ou've been on the run ever sncethét little mutiny on the
East Coast that dethroned you and set up Liz Béthory in your place.

> Ah, Erzsébet! | hear you've finally made her acquaintance.<



Well now, maybe | have and maybe | haven't. Did you actually do the face-to-face before she
sent you packing?
>"'Ware, Csgthe; I've impaled entire villages for showing such disrespect.<

Blah, blah, blah. If Bathory'sin town, you're probably no farther away than the Eastern
Hemisphere.

>You might be surprised.<

Whatever. Look, why don't you make yourself useful for a change. | need a memory.

> A what?<

A memory. Of your last time together.

> Speculation and gossip! Prince Vlad Dracul Bassarab and the Blood Countess never met.<
| saw you together.

>What?<

In her tower. You called her Betya.

>1<

| just want to see her as she was back then.

| had to wait but, eventudly, imagesflitted through my head. Four-hundred-year-old memories. A fall
of black raven'swing hair. Amber, catlike eyes. Skin like fresh milk, white and startling in its contrast to
the darkness around her. An exotic, twenty-something, Slavic woman approaching the peak of youthful
beauty. She outshone dl of the young maidens who had been gathered into her castle, her holding pens.
For now, at least. Even her lovely and mysterious young domestic, Katarina Beneczky, whose beauty
was said to gpproach that of her roya mistress. Some would later claim it was Katarina's striking good
looks that contributed to the favor she found with the tribunals even as they walled the countessinto her
chambers and put the rest of Erzsébet's staff to torture and gridy death.

It was hard to tell from Vlad Drakul's remembrances: he had taken no notice of aserving maid. His
attention had been focused on the mistress of Castle Csgthe; Beneczky's image was only ashadow in his
memory. And even now those projected memories were peding avay as| awoketo the lurching
momentum of awhedchair.

My whedlchair.

Entering one of the BioWeb eevators.
Five minutesto curtain, Mr. Csdthe.
Break aleg.

Knock ‘em dead.

It's show time!

Chapter Twenty-three

Even though the floor was no longer flashing beneeth the footrests of my whedlchair, | had trouble



focusing on the carpeting as we rode the elevator down. So far my ears were sharper than my eyes: |
recognized Kurt'svoiceimmediately.

"We are dlied with fools and incompetents,” he complained behind me. " The countess wanted him
awake by sunset and yet they drugged him asecond time. Sheisfurious!”

"Shewould certainly be more furiousif he had escaped after awakening this afternoon,” said a
second voice—Graf, maybe—it certainly wasn't Jahn. "I understand their caution.”

"Bah! If he was going to escape, he would have | eft with the bloodhair at daybreak.”

"Maybe hefeared thesun . . ." Since| had never heard Graf speak, | would only be guessing so, for
now, | dubbed him " Skippy."

"If so, then hewould hardly attempt an escape in the middle of the afternoon. He stays out of
obligation to the hostages. He is honorable, thisone." Kurt sighed. "Perhaps heis older than they say he
is. Honor is such arare commodity in this generation.”

"Perhaps," Skippy dlowed, "but | ftill understand their caution. Hekilled at least five of usnow and
heisonly haf as strong and half asfast astherest of us. He is dangerous, thisone!™

"Yes," Kurt agreed, "yes heis. He has the powers of aDoman, and some say that heis more Sireto
Draculathan the Prince of Wallachiawas Sireto him. Last year he destroyed the Egyptian necromancer,
Kadeth Bey—something entire armies had failed to do for over four thousand years. Hisblood gives his
chosen immunity from the sun and he has secrets that Our Lady both fears and desires.”

"I would have second thoughts about facing him in Single combat.”

"You fear for your physical existence,” Kurt said. "l fear more for his power to bresk my oath.”

"You cal him Warlock?' The awe and fear in his voice dmost made me grin. Of course Skippy's use
of the term wasthe ancient diasfor "Oath-bregker," not the pop-cultural designation for amale witch,
popularized by femophobic sexists and ingructiond televison like Bewitched.

"She callshim Csgthe," Kurt countered. "We swore an oath to the bloodline.”

"We swore an oath to serve the House of Cachticel™

"Cachtice, Csdthe, linguistic hair-gplitting. They are one and the same."

Skippy wasn't mollified. "But Erzsébet Béthory is eldest survivor and head of the bloodline. Sheis
roydty. If heisof the blood, he sill must swear fedty to her or be destroyed. If he does swear and she
embraces him, he has no authority but that which she grants him. There can be no conflict. Our oath
binds usto the eldest head of theline."

A frantic note crept into hisvoice. "Thereis no perhaps! Unless you choose to break your own oath
and turn rogue.”

"Not rogue," Kurt mused, "not if | am dlied with another Doman.”

"No," Skippy admitted. "Not rogue. But just as dead. Y ou would dly yoursdf with a Hafling who
has no demesnes. Hiswerewolf lover has abandoned him, histwo Thralls are lesswamphyri than he, one
of whom would betray him for the Embrace of any vampire lover, and you would have the combined
might of the East Coast demesnes arrayed againgt you. To what purpose?

"l would have my honor," Kurt replied quietly.

"Honor? Ptah," gpat the other. "Y our discontent iswell-known, my friend. The countess has her eye
on you. See what your honor gets you when push comesto shove!”

The elevator stopped and the doors did open. | kept my head down but rolled my eyes up aswe
moved into the corridor and around the corner: Gen/GEN was just down the hal. Fedling was starting to
flow back into my fingers and toes but it wastoo little and too late. | couldn't run and | wouldn't hide.

| could only play the meager hand that was dedlt me.
Any variant of poker and | was screwed; my only chance was ahand of Fifty-two Pick-up. ..



* * %

They whedled meinto an office just two doors down from the Gen/GEN |ab.

The woman who had once introduced hersdlf as Elizabeth Cachtice was waiting for us. "Mr. Csdthe,
can you stand on your own?' she asked curtly.

A very dazed-looking Chalice Delacroix was by her Sde, till wearing the little black cocktall dress
sheld had on the night of the BioWeb fundraiser. One sirap was broken, possibly during the scuffle at
Montrose's place, and adark breast nudged the loose fabric aside like a Hershey's kiss attempting a
curtain call. She swayed like ayoung treein ahigh wind.

"Countess," | replied, trying to match her tone and mask my concern, "can you St on it?"

Béthory's response was immediate and swift. She swung her arm, sweeping the top of the desk
clean; the lamp and the phone went flying to crash againgt thefar wdll. "I don't havetimefor this™ she
hissed. "I have a video-conference set up in the genetics lab and two dozen envoys from the various
enclaveswaiting for usl | need you up! | need you hedthy-looking! And | need your unquestionable
obedience! All inthe next ten minutes!”

"Wl then," | drawled, still having alittle trouble with making my mouth work properly, "it ssems
you've got alittle problem.”

"Havel?' Her eyesglittered in the backwash of the crumpled lamp on thefloor. "Let's seeif | can kill
abird and abat with one stone!" She threw Chalice down on the desk and pinned her wrists above her
head with one hand. More stunned than dazed now, Chalice gave no evidence of resistance but Béthory
tightened her grip so that the musclesin her forearms bunched. "Bring him here," the countess ordered.

| wasrolled up to the edge of the desk. Béthory handed me my teeth. | just stared at them in my
hand. Was| ever going to spend aday in this place without someone handing me my fangs? Kurt took
them from my hand, opened my mouth, and did them into place. | didn't know which was more
aurprising: that he did that or that | let him.

The command was given to hold Chalice'slegs, and Skippy moved to grasp her ankles. She groaned
as the two vampires pulled, stretching her on her back across the desk. Béthory reached down with her
free hand and ripped the front of the little black dressfrom necklineto hem.

"I caught this little bitch down in the containment labslast night! She was destroying the vird loads for
Operation Blackout! | have aready executed the security personnel who should have prevented such a
thing from happening. The only reason that she istill diveisthat she contributesto my hold over you. If
you do as| say, shemay live alittlelonger. If you disobey me, | will flay her aive and render her body
fat into bath sogp!"

"What do you want?" | asked carefully.

"Frg of dl, | want you to drink."

"Drink?'

"Her blood. | need you to be able to walk and function with the appearance of hedlth and the
assumption that you are acting of your own volition.”

"And then what?"

"Wewill gointo the Gen lab and you will swear fedlty to me before aroomful of witnesseswith a
camerarecording the event for the other enclaves aswell as my people back home. Therewill be an
exchange of blood: minefor yours. Normally we both would drink, but I'm not surethat it iswise for me,
given the unusud effects your blood seemsto have on both the living and the undead. So, | will hold your
blood in trust. Y ou will drink mine as part of your blood oath to me. Then the oath will be administered
and sealed. | expect you to speak and act as though you do these things of your own volition and that
you do it willingly, if not eegerly.

"Make no mistake, however: | will maintain apsychic hold on your mind. Y ou may not do anything
without my permission. At thefirgt hint of rebelion | will shut down your higher brain functions and you



will become my puppet. And after thisevening is over and we are back in my stronghold, back east, |
will kill her asdowly and painfully as| can devise while you watch and listen. And when | am done, you
will beforced to eat her remains. Some of which will be pre-chewed. Do | make mysdif clear?”

| swallowed bile and nodded.
"Do we have an underganding?'
"S-aure” | sad. "N-no problem. | wasjust afraid you were still going to force meto deep with you."

| knew it was mistake even before | said it but the words just came tumbling out of my mouth like
eager puppieslooking for mischief. Bathory's hand curled, her fingers becoming curved taons, and she
raked Chdicesbdly, trenching red furrowsin her dark skin with inhumanly sharp fingernails.

"There, Mr. Csdthe," Béthory crooned with stomach-churning sweetness, while Chalice moaned and
twisted in the vampires grasp, "I've prepared your trough. Drink up.”

| opened my mouth to—to—what? Defy her? Threaten her? | had no leverage. Anything but
unquestioning obedience on my part was only going to make thingsworse. After amoment's hard thought
| spoke anyway: "I'll drink if you leave the room.”

"And why should | do that?" Bathory wanted to know.
"I'mshy."
Béthory's verbd evauation was somewhat different and alot more vulgar.

"I'll drink," 1 tried again, "but | don't want an audience. Thisisadifficult thing for me. Feedingis. . . is
... very privatefor me."

"Private?' Bathory'slips curled in an unpleasant smile. "I don't care where you bite her, Csgthe. | am
not leaving you adone until our businessis done in the next room. Now were running out of time." She
reached across the desk, grabbed ahandful of my hair, and pulled my face against Chdice's wounded
somach. "Feed”

| rolled my face away from Béthory, smearing Chalice's blood across my nose and cheeks. Asl| did,
| bit down hard on my lower lip, making twin puncturesin my flesh with my artificid fangs. My own
blood began to dribble down my chin and | turned my face back, backwashing my own blood into the
torn flesh of Chalice's abdomen. As| turned, she sucked in her ssomach, forming ashallow basin for the
blood to poal in. | caught alittle reversetide, as well—more than | had counted on and it flooded my
eyes, my nose, and my mouth. | swallowed convulsvely and nearly choked.

It was like tasting whiskey-laced honey and crank.

During my gradua transformation over the past year or so | had supplemented my diet with blood
that had been clinically donated, packaged, frozen, stored, thawed, reheated, and eventualy served in
cradles of plastic or porcelain. Those rare occasionsthat | had tasted of aliving host was when the blood
was fredy offered—agift given, not forcibly or painfully taken.

Thiswas utterly different.

As strong as the burning brightness of Chalice's blood had seemed when | sipped from her arm afew
nights before, it paled in the supernovaof now. It was asif her body had transformed into somekind of
bipolar brewery and crystal meth |ab, distilling the neura cracklings of her synapses and pain receptors
into arterid whitelightning. It was aheady blend, containing neurotransmitter lattice-works of codified
adrenaline and compressed dopamine poppers that exploded at the back of your eyeballs, Szzled across
the channdls of your cerebra cortex, crawled through your chest like aprickling army of eectrified
lemmings, and detonated like depth chargesin the murky depths of the hindbrain. It wasliketasting
colors and sounds, a symphony of dark energiesthat surged and thrust and hummed and spun, sucking
me down and down into warm, pulsating wetness.

Dimly, | redlized | was pushing my face againgt her tortured abs, trying to burrow likeamoleinto
darkness. | pushed away but it took gresat effort.

| wiped at my bleary eyes. Bathory's amused face swam into view. "Y ou've never redly daked your



thirst with the wine of violence, have you Csg§the?' she mocked. "Pain isthe greatest aphrodisiac.”

| wanted to say something rude and vulgar. | wanted to deny the dark power that had suddenly
envel oped my senses and stripped away the veneer of humanity, but | was suddenly bereft of reason, of
rational thought.

Of humenity.

| looked down but my eyeswouldn't focus. | wondered if Chalice had escaped and then wondered
who or what | was even thinking about. The desk was a smorgasbord of chocolate sweetmests, a buffet
of fudge brownies and devil's-food ddlicacies, a cacophony of caviar and cocoa. And the stripes of
cherry topping were like an irresistible dessert, a homing beacon to the tongue, the gravity well of adark
and mysterious tar. | felt my face drawn downward, pulled by irresstible forces, and then, for a
moment, could see flesh and blood in human form once more.

Chdlice. ..

| had to save her.

| had to have her!

Thedifference of onelittleletter: "s’ or "h." Save her, have her, saveher ... haveher . ..

Sothirsty . . .

No.

Hungry!

| bit down on my lower lip again and the pain was like a deepy sensation buried under an avdlanche
of thrumming desire and appetite. Blood dripped from my mouth as | lowered it toward her chocolate
sweetness. Crimson drops pattered across the scarlet dashes and her belly fluttered like the dance
undulations of an Egyptian houri. She whimpered and | felt the tattered remnants of salf-control snap taut
like athreadbare flag in a sudden gale, afurnace wind from the soul.

| lowered my head (God help me, | couldn't stop myself) and | pressed my lipsto her wounds. But |
held that line againgt her velvet skin. More vira-loaded blood drooled from my mouth and | used my
tongueto laveit into the open furrows, fighting the gripping, tightening, squeezing impulseto ddicately dip
itstip down and in, to gently probe, to dide—

| snapped my head back and Chalice moaned again. There was adifferent quality to the sound
escaping her throat, thistime. An undercurrent of asigh. A sub-harmonic of surrender. | blinked and it

seemed asif the cuts across her somach were smdller, now. More shalow. | turned my face toward hers
and saw that she had raised her head; her eyeswere clear and locked on mine.

"The Blackout virus," she whispered. "It'sagenetic tar baby—"

Béthory released her wrists and dammed Chalice's head back against the desk. Her eyesrolled upin
her head and she was gone. My eyes searched her face, her throat, her upper body for any indication of
breath. | reached to fed for apulse and Bathory was around the desk before | could touch the side of
her neck.

"No timefor that," she said harshly, taking my arm and hauling me up and out of the wheelchair. "Y ou
can play with your new toy as soon aswe're finished with the night's festivities.™

| was able to walk now but Kurt took my left arm and Skippy my right and thery proceeded to
support me between them like a vampire sandwich. Béathory stepped into a small washroom to the side
of the entrance and produced a couple of wet towels. "Here," she said, tossing them so that one actudly
settled over my head. "Clean him up and then bring him in as soon as he's presentable.”

She exited the office without abackward glance.

* % %

It took more than a couple of damp towels. | ended up with my head in the sink before it was over
and about three-dozen paper towels and awholerall of toilet paper before | was ghoulishly presentable.



During the process, | looked up at the facein the mirror.
It wasn't mine.

It was Chalice's.

And she looked even less substantia than | usudly did.
Chalice?

[Chris...| havetotell you.. ./

My God, you look like a ghost!

/I'mnot surebut | think I am. . ./

Oh my God! I've killed you!

/Don't bean ass. . . that bitch killed me after you did everything you could to save me. . . ./
Ohdear Lord, | amso, so sorry!

/We don't havetime for this. . . listen. .. | haveto tell you something . . . something important
i

Uh, okay.

/They came looking for us at your friend's house.. . . there were too many of them. . . | think
they staked the boy. . . ./

| felt apang in spite of the fact that he was an annoying little twerp: | hadn't redly didiked him dl that
much.

/After they brought me back to BioWeb, they put me to work under the supervision of one of
the security guards.. . . with Krakovski gone and the big move scheduled for tonight . . . oh, thisis
taking too long to explain . . ./

Just cut to the chase.

/The genetics of race is both more complicated and more simple than you might believe . . .
skin color and hair texture and facial features are only superficial variations in the human race
that are based on climatological influence rather than true genetic divisions. . ./

| know. The externds of human gppearance are actually determined by lessthan 0.01 percent of our
geneswhile patterns of thousandsto tens of thousands of gene markers determine other distinguishing
characterigticslike intelligence or susceptibility to certain diseases—thingsthat redly matter. | don't think
the general has a clue as to what kind of a genetic smart bomb he's sponsoring. | figured it must
have a melanin trigger—

/ltdoes. .. andit'sveryindiscriminate asa result . . . some Hispanics may be more susceptible
than some Negroids . . . and more than a few Caucasians may trip the viral trigger, as well./

That doesn't sound like it's very well designed.

/Oh, itis. .. for itsactual purpose, that is. You're right when you say that the general doesn't
know what he's turning loose on the world. But the Blackout virusis actually a ruse, a classic
example of misdirection./

So it doesn't really work?

/Oh, it does after a fashion. My people are seeing twice the mortality rate from this strain of

the flu than from any previous year. There will probably be some kind of increase for other
population vectors, aswell. But it isn't a doomsday virus. Except to the people who die fromiit./

So what is the point of devel oping this—what did you call it? Genetic tar baby? If it's only
mar ginally more effective than Mother Nature and bound to set off alarms at the CDC,
USAMRIID, and every genetics research facility around the globe?

/That, it turnsout, is precisely the point. As soon as the word gets out that there's a flu bug
that singles out people of color the shit is going to hit the fan. There will be demonstrations, riots.



i
To say the least.

/I am saying the |least. Because once it comes out that the virus has been artificially tailored,
the white establishment becomes public enemy number one./

"Anarchy,” | whispered.
Her ghostly reflection nodded in the mirror. /To say the least./

S0, the end result is a social meltdown that is potentially more destructive than, say a virus
with a fifty-percent mortality rate!

/See how easily you're distracted by the social implications of the secondary virus? That's the
real point of Operation Blackout. Any damages accrued are just bonus points. The real,
end-of-the-world haymaker is the Greyware Project!/

| shook my head, trying to clear it as much as deny this new premise. They're both bad news but |
think the Blackout virus—God, doesn't that sound like something straight out of the Kludless Klutz
Klan—isthe greater and moreimmediate threat in end-of-the-world terms.

/That's what everyone will think. Resources may be divided in attempting a cure for both but
the greater attention and pressure will be directed toward the melanin marker. That's part of her
plan. To give the Greyware virus a chance to spread unchecked./

And?

[The influenzais virulent: Everyone will get it!/

But it only killsold people, right? | shook my head again. | don't mean that like it sounds.

/It kills both the elderly and the unborn./

S0 the very old and the very young?

/I'mnot talking about human fetuses. This flu is a super-combinant virus—much like the virus
that turns the living into the undead. Except it's designed to operate backwards./

And a big "huh?" here.

/You told me the vampire virus was composed of two separate viruses, one which livesin the
bloodstream, the other taking up residence in the saliva. Your condition is unigque because you
were only infected with one of the two virae./

Okay . ..

/Well, that's how you get a white-supremacist paramilitary organization to work with a bunch
of vampires. Greyware was originally conceived as two-stage, piggybacked virus. Virus A: theflu,
a general, low-grade, all-purpose infection that would infect everyone but be no more virulent
than a mild cold. In fact, its base design is more along the lines of the cold virae than the influenza
models. Virus B: piggybacked onto A as the all-purpose transporting agent, it was designed to
trigger upon encountering telomeres of reduced lengths in the host's cells. It didn't have to be
powerful to kill hosts of advanced age. Younger victims either would not trigger the secondary
agent or would be healthy and strong enough to throw it off with little difficulty. That was the
initial design./

But Bathory tampered with the design?

/Yes. The blueprints | saw last night show a tertiary virus, piggybacked behind B. VirusC is
actually wired directly to A and uses the mild, flulike symptoms to mask its own purposes./

Which are? The connection suddenly flared in my mind. Oh dear God! The unborn! 1t's designed to
derilize the host!

The ghost of Chalice Delacroix inclined her head. /As one generation passeth away . . ./

So passeth the end of the world. And no onewill notice until it'stoo late. | stared into her trand ucent
eyes. Areyou sure?



/I would need a month or more of research and testing to be sure. But she certainly believesit.
And the documentation lays it out in no uncertain terms. The only thing that doesn't make senseis
why would a vampire want to bring about the end of the world? Or, at the least, eliminate her
food supply?/

That's easy.

litis...?/

Yeah. The short answer is, sheisn't.

[Sheisn't...?/

A vampire. | think she's something else. Not only some thing, but also some—
Skippy yanked me away from the mirror. "Come on, man. Timeto join the family."

| got in two backward glances as they walked me out the door. The mirror was as empty asthe eyes
of the corpse sprawled across the desk.

"Gentlemen," | said aswe trundled down the hall to the door marked Gen/GEN, "the countess may
be the Big Boo around here and | know that if she says'bat,’ everybody flaps. . ."

Skippy grinned but Kurt waslistening very carefully.

" ... but if anyone other than myself so much astouches that poor girl back there, | will dedicate the
rest of my unlife—however short and difficult—to fucking them up beyond al recognition.” | hadn't raised
my voice but Skippy stopped grinning. "Do | make mysdf clear?’

Kurt nodded. "Crystd.”

* % %

Gen/GEN looked different packed with people. There were about a dozen vampires, another dozen
human soldier-types, and yet another dozen or so humanoids that were neither aive nor undead but as
different from one another as the inhabitants of a Hieronymus Bosch painting. Shakespeare said that there
were more things in heaven and earth than we could dream of—perhaps he was referring to the denizens
of that twilight realm in-between. Béthory, it appeared, had drawn most of her recruits, dlies, and
sarvitors from an otherworldly zip code.

The military atendees dressed uniformly (if you'll pardon the implied pun) in gray shirtswith black
tiesand pants. Again, no insgniabut that unmistakable carriage and attitude that set them gpart and
suggested martia discipline and training. The BioWeb vampires were dressed semiformally. No tiesor
joint color coordination but they dressed so as not to rai se eyebrows as they passed among humanson
the outside. The rest were a sartoria mixed bag: they dressed more like extras from The Rocky Horror
Picture Show than envoys and ambassadors from unworldly realms. Perhaps this was the contingent
from the Peewee Herman Dimension.

Since no one was wearing paper hats and booties | figured the need for "clean room" standards was
at an end. That or perhaps paper-wear just wasn't festive enough for the féte that was about to
commence.

| stood off to the side, flanked by my escorts who were doing their best to look more like an honor
guard and lesslike my handlers.

| tried taking my mind off my broken promise to Robert Delacroix by contemplating the logistics of
tonight's departure. If we were supposed to fly, | wondered whether the juxtaposition of a plane'swings
and fusdage presented any impediment to vampires with hypersensitivity to acruciform design.

Obvioudy the drugs till retained some finger-holds on my cortica folds.

Meanwhile, Liz wasworking the room.

Therewas the usud blather about being united in an important cause and how grest things would

come to pass due to the efforts of those gathered here tonight. | wasn't following too closely as| was
trying to fight my way through the resdua buzzing in my head and reach out to Deirdre.



Either the lineswere down or she wasn't answering.

Now Béthory was putting an interesting spin on the events of this morning. About how her research
had uncovered some unique propertiesin the family bloodline—proving, by the way, her incipient
Superiority over lesser vampires and humans and, thus, her divineright to rule as she saw fit.

Y adda, yadda, yadda. . .

Then there was the matter of The Dragonspawn—how he had been sired by Dracula, achieved the
powers of a Doman and more, had dain adozen vampires, himself, including Drac and the ancient
sorcerer Kadeth Bey—it took me another moment to redlize that she was talking about me. The big
buildup was designed to lend significance to our pending aliance by magnifying my own importance.

Blah, blah, blah.

Finaly, she announced that alittle demongtration wasin order.

Theresawas brought forward (sorry Toots, you can run but you can't hide) and she looked terrible.
Not as bad as she would if Krakovski hadn't been sca pel-tated this morning, but bad nonethel ess.

What are you doing? | asked, shooting the thought straight at Erzsébet's forehead.
It furrowed asif in pain. <I think another demonstration isin order,> she shot back.

If sheintended to mindsmack me, the last vestiges of the tranquilizer must have till cushioned my
brain from the brunt. That or theingestion of Chalice's amped hemoglobin was reinforcing my own
shiedlds and defenses.

Hey, I'm still acouple of pintslow from thismorning, | reminded her.

<You just fed.>

That was a snack, not a meal. Theideaof referring to Chalice Delacroix as a snack was repugnant
but I made the emotion work for me. | sent that ambiguity back at her in the guise of uncertainty, aong
with: Not to mention the residual dope in my system, thanks to your toy soldiers. Might throw off
your demo in ways you haven't considered.

She scowled and glanced over at avideo cameraon atripod and wired to one of the lab computers.
Héello: were livefor the folks back home in the Big Apple. Don't want any screw-upsthat can't be
re-spun later.

<Well, later then. For now I'll keep her nearby for insurance.>

Yeah, you'rein good hands with All-Stake. Looking a her face | wasforcibly reminded why |
never went out on a second date with awoman who didn't have a sense of humor.

"Join me, Mr. Csdjthe," she commanded aoud. She backed it up with amental booster shot that
pulled me away from my fanged bookends before | even had time to consider the directive. The Béthory
Dog and Pony Show was under way in Supermarionation.

She motioned to me to approach and | staggered, stiff-legged, acrossthe room to join her before the
crowd. If you want to see me do my thing, pull my string.

A lab tech joined us. It wasn't Spyder. | wondered how ole Spyder was and whether any of his
brains had actualy lesked out of hisears. It sort of felt like mine was having alittle dippage in that
direction.

Thetech dipped aneedle into my forearm and withdrew two vials of blood in short order. Another
tech swiveled the camera as one of the vid'swas carried over to atesting tray and prepared for anaysis.

Here, and before the world—or at |east the East Coast underworld—my lineage to the
Béthory-Nadasdy line wasto be revedled and vaidated. Too bad | was properly dressed instead of
hanging out of one of those backless gowns we had appropriated this morning: it was the perfect moment
to moon the audience.

It took just afew minutes for the resultsto be analyzed and verified: | was descended from the
House of Csgthe. But apparently not the House of Nédasdy. | thought of the Countess Bathory's storied



premarital dalliance with agypsy lad and the baby girl who was spirited away into the unknown mists of
history.
So, it wastrue: on some level of generationa reckoning, | was abastard after al.

It wastime for another speech and Béthory used the opportunity to diagram my place in the coming
New Order. While she yakked, another voice began to whisper in the back of my head.

>Csgthe. . <

Huh?

>Cséjthe, are you anywhere near an exit?<

Vlad? That you? | thought you were a drug-induced dream fragment.

>\We're outside the building. If you can get close to an exit, we'll—how do you say—bust you
out.<

You're here? In Louisana?

>|n Monroe. Right outside BioWeb's rear emergency exit.<

You came to rescue me? Talk about morte ex machina! Wow, someday my prince did come!
>How can you jest at a time like this? You do not know Erzsébet Bathory! <

| think you're probably right.

>Can you dip away?<

No can do, Uncle Morte. I'm surrounded by hostiles, still throwing off some kind of
tranquilizing agent in my bloodstream, and I'm being mindstrung like a puppet: my body is not my
own.

>\\We share a blood-bond, Cs§the. | may be able to break her hold on you and reinforce your
will over your own flesh and blood.<

May? | don't suppose you'd be willing to improve the odds by coming inside?

>That woman has kept me on the run for decades and you ask me to walk into her lair now?
You ask too much, Soulgiver.<

What did you call me?
"Csgthe" interrupted our Mistress of Ceremonies, "it istime for you to take The Oath.”

Kurt approached with apair of crystal goblets and asmall golden knife. | guessthey needed
something ceremonia and, in mattersinvolving undead flesh, Slver was abig no-no.

Our dominatrix of ceremoniestook the knife first and ran the blade across the sde of her neck. A
living woman would have produced an arterid spray that would have spattered the far wall. Béthory's
carotid artery produced a dribble that was quickly caught in one of the crystal goblets before her
preternatura flesh reseded itsdf with no hint of ascar or blemish.

She handed the blade to me and mindwhispered: <I'll make the cut at the base of the neck and away
from the artery.>

Theknifewasin my hand but it might aswell have been hers: shewas il pulling the "strings.”
"Now would be agood time," | murmured.

<A good time for what?>

>To give Mr. Csthe the gift and curse of free will, Betya.< | felt Béhory's hold on me evaporate.
<Who isthat?>

"The Blue Fairy, Geppetto,” | said, taking advantage of her surprise and confusion to pull her into my
embrace. "Guess who just became ared, live boy."

| might be dower than afull-fledged vampire but | had the element of surprise: within the space of a
sngle heartbest | was stlanding behind her, my left arm clamped about her throat and my right hand



pressing the scal pel-sharp blade againgt the back of her neck. "Nobody move!l” | yelled. "Or I'll dice
through her spina column before anyone can say 'heads up!™"

The crowd looked more amused than upset. Was that because they knew | didn't have aprayer of
getting out dive or because this passed for entertainment in the soap opera of successon?

"What do you want?' she croaked, being very careful not to add any pressure to the golden edge
nestled between her third and fourth vertebrae.

"From you? Nothing. I've dready got what | want from you." | nodded toward Kurt, who was il
holding the crystal goblets, one of which held the dark, rich red essence of the countess
four-hundred-year-old veins. "I want Kurt, however, to give your blood to the lab tech. | want to see
what happens when they run your genome through the database.”

Shetensed in my grasp. "My genetic profileis aready in the database!™

| shook my head. "I don't think so. If it were, you wouldn't be able to connect me to the Béthory line.
Erzsébet Bathory's grave isin northeastern Hungary, in the village of Ecsed. | believe her genetic samples
were collected years ago so that the database wouldn't be corrupted with incorrect data. The wrong
genome in thewrong field and flags would start popping up al over the place as you added hereditary

ligtings"
"Thisisabsurd!" she protested.
"What do you expect to prove?' Kurt asked.
"Hesgdling!" B&hory exclamed.

"Am1?' | asked. "It'samatter of history that the Countess Béthory dictated her last will and
testament to two cathedra priests from Esztergom on July thirty-first, 1614. Three weeks later she was
found dead, face down in her sedled chambers, by one of her guards.”

"l wasfaking," she snapped, starting to squirm again. "How do you think | arranged my escape?

"Good fake," | said, cutting into the back of her neck so that the edge of the blade touched the top of
avertebrae knob. Sheimmediately sopped moving. "Erzsébet Béthory was fifty-four when she died and
showed it. Did you fake that, too?

"Kurt!" shecried, "heiscutting me!™

The head of her undead household stood next to the lab tech, clutching the crystal goblet of his
mistress blood in agonized indecision. "My lady, what would you have me do?'

| jerked her into atighter embrace. "Run the blood, |apdog; or the countess dies the Second Death!”

He hesitated another two bests, then thrust the gobl et into the technician's hands. "Run the countess
DNA," he ordered. "Hurry!"

"What are you doing?"' Béthory screeched.
"Saving your life," her servitor replied.
| was hoping for the opposite result.



Chapter Twenty-four

"Let metell you alittle story whilewe wait," | said as the sequencer began the process of scanning
and sorting the genome of New Y ork's vampire Doman.

"Once upon atime—alittle over four hundred years ago, in fact—there was ababy girl born into the
house of Bathory. It wasn't enough that she was produced by centuries of savage Darwinism laced with
sgnificant episodes of inbreeding, she had the additiona advantage of growing up among relaiveswho
practiced witchcraft, bestidity, torture, and twisted cruelties beyond the scope of most human
imaginaions”

Around the room the expressions ranged from "been there, done that” to "so?"

"Asachild of the nobility,” | continued, trying to keep them quiet and in their seatsfor just acouple
more minutes, "she had wedlth and privilege and essentidly carte blanche permissonto do asshe
pleased without fear of consequence or retribution. It was, in other words, the perfect greenhouse for
cultivatingamonder.”

"Y ou gate the obvious!" my captive protested.

"Yes" | agreed, "yes, | do. Just as| would if | spent the next hour recounting the Blood Countess
many crudties, the torturous deaths visited upon the young women of her province. | could sate the
obviousintelling the old story of how Erzsébet Béthory, avain and selfish woman, struck a servant gird
one day and discovered that the girl's blood made her skin appear more youthful where it had been
splashed. Obvious, well-known—and, patently, untrue.

"What do you mean, untrue? It istrue!" shecried. "That ishow it arted!”

| shrugged but didn't relax my hold on her. "Perhaps you'reright. | wasn't there and you were so
maybe that part of the story istrue. Perhaps you planned it that way and staged it so the other servants
would witness the event. The story certainly helped you when it al began to crumble and the tribunals
werecdled."

"Thisserves no purpose!” she exclaimed.

"Maybenot," | concurred. "Maybeit'sjust alittle conversation to pass the time until the results come
in

> Csdjthe, sheistrying to mind-bend the man operating the computing machine.<

Well, block her, Old Dragon! If she interferes with the results, I'm dead and ninety-nine
percent of the world will follow in short order.

>You ask muchl<

For myself? Maybe. For the rest of the planet? Suck it up and try being useful for a change.

>| will not forget your impertinence when thisisover . . .<

Oh, bite me! "Liz, baby, leave the poor b tech done and let him finish running the scans without
interference.”

"Someone's blocking me!™ she said through clenched teeth.



"How about | cut just part way through your spina cord now? It will certainly change the distraction
level for you." She shut up and seemed to strain alittle less. "' So, where was 1?7 Oh, yeah. Over six
hundred virgins drained of blood during asingle decade. What atime that must have been! Imaginetrying
to find six virgins now, never mind six hundred. Makes you long for the good old days.”

Kurt had moved to flank the lab tech by the computer monitors. "Y ou,” he asked me, "have a point
to makeindl of this?'

"Geeg, | surehope so," | said. "Now help me out here because I'm gtill somewhat of an outsider on all
the undead etiquette. | mean, if there'saMiss Manners for monsters or Emily Post for the posthumous,
I've missed the advice column. So, isn't it customary when you become avampire that you're
automatically avassa to the one who made you?' | snorted. "I can't believe | just used the word 'vassal'
inapublic discourse.”

Throughout the gathered assembl age heads nodded and turned to see what might be the inclinations
of their neighbors. No one had given any indication of wanting to rush meyet and | figured | had a decent
chance of surviving afew more minutes aslong as | kept them entertained. And, of course, the golden
knife less than a centimeter away from my hostage's spinal cord.

Kurt cleared histhroat. "Yes. Y ou are obligated to your Sire or Dam and, by extension, to theirs, dl
the way up to the surviving head of that particular line."

"S0," | asked, "what'swith the oath? Isn't it sort of ipso de facto thet we'redl family, with the
requisite pecking order? Why administer aformal oath?”

"There are Some crossovers upon occasion,” he answered. "Y oursdlf, for example. Draculawas your
Sire yet you are—or were—taking the oath to swear fealty to the House of Béthory."

| gave my captive alittle shake. "Do | look like someone who was willing to take an oath of fealty?
How about you and your buddies, Kurt?Y ou and the rest of the old guard here have mentioned your
oath. Wasit taken willingly? How about the rest of the European aristobats? And why an oath? If she
made you, why did she haveto bind your loyalty in ablood-oath?’

Hisface waslike stone. "The countess did not grant usthe Dark Gift. Each of uswasthe head of our
own line before we took the oath and swore fedty to the Bétor clan."

"S0. .. your only alegianceto thiswoman is through the oath you've sworn to the Béthory line.
Which might sort of include me by genetic dispostion.”

He nodded, well, curtly. "Except sheis eldest and head. And sheis noble born, a countess.”
| nodded. "Y ou Old World guysreally do have amaor hard-on when it comesto the aristocracy. |

aways thought the undead pecking order was based along the lines of oldest and strongest or something
likethet."

Kurt's smile was humorless. "Y ou are young. And, like the young, you want to believe that the
universeisfair, that justicewill dways prevail. It takes age and wisdom to see things asthey redlly are.
Even your country isyoung, its history no more than achild's compared to the rest of the world. America
likesto pretend that 'all men are created equa’ when it clearly knows better and operates otherwise."

| Sghed. "Okay. So, | guessyou're pretty firmin your dedication to the nobility."

"Nobility and itsbloodlines" Kurt affirmed. "Evenif shedid not grant the Dark Gift directly, sheis
gill noblest and eldest among us.”

| nodded in agreement. "'Blood will out.”
The computer beeped.
"Soundsliketheresultsarein," | said.

My prisoner made one last desperate attempt to squirm out of my grasp. | could use a little help
herel She suddenly dumped in my grasp and | dmost dropped her. Jeez, Drac, | thought you were on
the run all of these years because you were over matched.



>| had some help thistime. Can you get out now?<

| didn't have time to answer as Kurt was moving toward me. "What did you do?" he demanded.

"Easy, Captain Kurt, sheé'sjust unconscious,” | said. " See, she's still—well, not breathing, of
course—but she's till, um, corporate.”

He dowed hisadvance. "The countessisal right then?"

| shook my head dowly from sideto side. "No, Kurt," | said carefully, "the countessis dead.”

"What?But you said—"

"Erzsebet Bathory," | daborated, "died some four centuries ago in her tower in Cséjthe Cagtle. The
woman who's been giving you ordersfor the last three hundred yearsis an imposter.” | looked over a
the lab tech who was staring at the monitors and probably programming an additiona run of tetsinto the
sequencer. "lsn't she, man?”

He hesitated, then nodded. " She's not even a close match to either of the Béthory of Nédasdy lines."

"Then who—?"'

"I can't proveit," | said, measuring the distance between the door and yourstruly, "but | believe the
rea Witch of Cachtice was awoman named Katarina Beneczky, one of Countess Béthory's maids."

"What? How? | thought they were dl put to deeth.”

"Not Beneczky. She was the only one on the countess persond staff that was found innocent. She
was st free by the sametribunal that seeled Erzsébet in her tower and executed the others."

| looked around at my audience. Gee, this was like those old-fashioned, locked-room mysteries
where all the suspects sit in the parlor while the inspector explainsthe case to everyone. | continued,
hoping | wouldn't pull a"Clouseau.”

"While Erzsébet devel oped her sadigtic proclivities early, | beieve it was Katarinawho turned that
private obsession into crimes of monstrous proportions. She used the dark artsto bind the countess and
the othersto her will. Using an aristocrat was the perfect tool and the perfect cover for carrying out her
nefarious schemes." | shook my head. "'l can't believel just used the word 'nefarious in a public forum.”

The entire room appeared to be shocked by thisturn of events but Kurt seemed utterly
thunderstruck. "Then that means.. . . that we. . . that |l .. ."

"Yep," | sad, "you swore ablood-oath of fedty to acommoner, a peasant.”

The other vamps in the room turned to Béthory-turned-Beneczky's magjordomo, their expressions
asking the same questions: what have we done; what do we do?

"Except," | continued, "you redly didn't.” They al looked back at me. "If | understand the Situation
correctly, you al sworein word and in your hearts, to serve the Countess Erzsébet Bathory and her
House. Not . . ." | paused for effect, " . . . some servant girl passing herself off asthe countess. So,
yourefree”

Now came the part where | explained to everyone about what terrible things the counterfeit countess
had plotted and how important it wasfor usto join forcesto keep these terrible plots from going
forward.

Before | could launch into that part of my vague plan, some guy in the fourth row of chairs stood up.
"Do you know what this means?' he asked, smoothing back his hair. He had three horns, curved closeto
his skull and peeking through his pompadour like the stripes of a skunk.

Maybe thiswas my opening.

"It means," he continued, "that you no longer have aviable hostage!™

And then again, maybenot. "Hey," | said, "I'vegot anidea. Let'sdo The Time Warp, again. . ."
Severd audience members, rising from their seets, hesitated. "What?' a couple of them asked.
"It'sjust ajump to theleft!" | said, hurling Beneczky toward them and running for the door.



It would have been a clean break except for the two vamps guarding the exit.

Each one possessed speed, strength, and reflexes that were inhumanly superior to mine: between the
two of them, | didn't stand a chance. Anticipating my charge, they went into side-by-side crouches, each
dropping one knee to the floor to brace themselves and then—

Inclined their heads?
Instead of attacking they were knedling and assuming a position of obel sance!

| looked back over my shoulder and saw that most of the other vamps were facing me and doing the
same. Everybody esejust looked confused. Myself included, | suppose.

Kurt raised hishead and addressed me: "Sire.”

"Sre?' | fet alittle supid asmost of my brain was still working out the problem of my escape. "How
can | beyour 'Sire when you're older than me?’

"Magter, then," he conceded. "We have sworn our oaths to the House of Bathory and, as of now,
you are our Blood-liege by default.”

| looked around at al of the knedling vampires. "Jugt like that?"
He nodded.
"Don't you want to run afew more tests? Make sure she isn't the real Countess Béthory?"

"No, Master. We have had our doubts for over two hundred years. It islike afulfillment of prophecy:
the true Béthory heir has cometo free us from centuries of false servitude."

"Yeah, wel—"

"Under your reign, the Eastern Demesnes will become agreat empire, ruling the night for athousand
yearsl"

"Um," | sad.

> Cséjthe? Can you get away, yet? What is happening?<

Well, I'mnot sure. But | think I've just been offered your old job.

>What?<

=You need to get out herel=

Deirdre?

=A bunch of trucks and vans just came through the front gate and have pulled around to the
loading docks at the rear of the buildings. There must be a hundred guys running around in
fatigues and Ninja-casual, waving automatic weapons and preparing some sort of loading
operation.=

They're loading their weapons?

>No, Cséjthe, they are loading the trucks. | certainly hope that | did not absorb your genetic
proclivity for obtuseness from the transfusion of your blood.<

Tough toothies, Vlad; beggars can't be choosers. | turned back to Kurt. "Beneczky has set aplan
in motion that will destroy most of the world's population. Weve got to stop it!”

"Will it affect vampires?' Skippy wanted to know.

"Doesit matter?' Kurt growled. "If our supply of food becomes extinct then we are harmed, aswell.
Besides, our Master commands—that, aone, should be enough!™

The presumed K atarina Beneczky began to stir and was promptly hoisted to her feet by two large
vamps. Correction: her feet now hung afew inches above the floor. They carried her over to wherewe
could speak to each other without yelling but maybe she was obliviousto that fact: the ersatz Erzsébet
began yeling anyway. And her choice of wordswas anything but aristocratic.

| reached out and pinched her mouth shut. "'l don't have timefor niceties,” | said, forcing as much
menace into my subvocas as my human throat could manage. "1 want thiswhole operation caled off right



now! Dot and | might let you live. Refuseand I'll kill you right here and now!"

She glared a me but she stopped struggling and, when | removed my hand, she spoke more civilly. "l
can't. It'sout of my hands now. Infact, it has dways been out of my hands."

| wasafraid of this. | was about to suggest locking her up in something airtight when Kurt walked up
behind her and twisted her head off. Therewas a soggy "pop" and our dusting was not unlike that of an
ancient vacuum cleaner exploding.

So much for one of my theories: Katarina Beneczky was avampire, after al.

"So ends the treachery and fasehood of four centuries,” my new ma ordomo announced. "What
would you have us do, now, my lord?"

"Um," | said again. "Follow me." | was going to have to have atalk with him later about taking me
literdly.

Asl| exited Gen/GEN and started down the hallway, my eyes were drawn to atrail of blood that
stippled the carpet and led toward the stairs. Looking back | could see that the trail emerged from the
officewhere | had |eft Chalice Delacroix's body less than ahalf hour before. "No!" | ran and dammed the
door open.

The back trail of blood led to a now-empty desk.

| whirled.

>Csgjthe? Are you coming?<

Not now, Pops, I'm busy!

>What could be more important than saving the world?<

I'm following the path of the Grail. | was back out in the corridor and running toward the sairs.
"Kurt, take dl the vamps you can down to the loading docks and stop those trucks from leaving!™

| winced ashesad: "Yes, Magter.”

"Cdl meChris"

"Yes Magter."

"Y ou're doing that on purpose, aren't you?

"Yes Magter."

A phaanx of undead glided by, speeding toward the eevators. "Aren't you going with them?”

"No. My placeiswith you, now. They know what to do.”

We started down the stairs. "Kurt, do | redlly sirike you as alikely candidate for aristocracy?!

"Let meput it thisway," he said aswe flew down two flights of stairsin the space of adouble
heartbeat. "Y ou are aslikely acandidate for nobility aswe arelikely to find among this sorry generation.”

"Gee, Kurt, that'samost kind of sweet.”

"Everyoneisentitled to their opinion, my lord, but I would hate to haveto kill you for expressing it
publidy."

Another frenzied hdf-circle a the next landing and down another flight. “When you put it that way," |
sad, "it givesme hope that this relationship might actualy work out.”

Exiting out of the stairwell and into the first-floor corridor, | reversed direction and continued to
follow the scarlet spoor toward the back of the building.

"Y ou're headed for the voodoo altar, aren't you?' my undead shadow asked.

"I think someoneis." | rounded the corner and found the remains of Chalice's black party dress,
shredded and abandoned next to thetrail of bloody droplets. It was no longer salvagesble in any sense of
theword so | tossed it aside. Blood from the dress clung to the pams of my handsand | had to resist the
compulson to lick them clean.

"Y ou know what bothers me?" | asked as | wiped my hands off on thewall.



"It would be hard to guess," he answered. "Compared to my former Doman, so much seemsto
bother you."

"It'sthe vast amounts of blood involved in the Bathory legend.” | started down the corridor again. "I
mean, even if the countess and her inner circlewere al vampires—which history has pretty well
disproved—they couldn't consume more than afraction of the blood produced in any given month. So
what was the ded ?'

"According to legend, the countess bathed—"

"But if shewas being manipulated by the real Witch of Cachtice,” | interrupted, "the motivation for
spilling such vast quantities of blood might have been Beneczky's dlone. What purpose was served
through so much pain, death, and exsanguination?’ The subbasement stairs were coming up and the
bloody trail |€ft little doubt that someone or something had taken Chalice Delacroix's body to the djevo
undernesth the building.

"Blood magic," suggested Kurt, "though | do not know what sort of necromancy would require such
avolume of life essence.” We plunged down the stairs. "Perhaps it was al meant as a sacrifice of some
kind?'

"But to who? Or what?' The secret door at the bottom of the stairs was open but | dowed down as|
needed time to adjust my eyesto the darkness beyond. "Too bad | can't ask Katarina Beneczky."

"| doubt that she would have answered the question—at least not truthfully.”

"Wel, | guess!'ll never get the chanceto find out now, will 17"

"Y ou said you would kill her if shedidnt—"

"Isthe word 'bluff' in your lexicon? Remind me to teach you how to play poker."

Kurt sounded wounded: "I prefer chess. One does not bluff in chess."”

"No? Weredly must play amatch sometime. Perhaps after the end of theworld.”

The candleswere il guttering in their lcoves along the inner corridor. | gave them aglance. And
then asecond look as| moved into the dimly lit passageway.

"Whet isit?"

"Those candles. They werered the last time | was down here. Now they're black.”

"What doesthat sgnify?’

"Something, I'm sure. If this placeis ill being used asa 'V odoun temple, then color would be

sgnificant in identifying the Loawho are invoked here. My guessis the Ogou clan has been cleared out
and something else has checked in."

mWhat?'
"Something that likes the color black. Now hush.”

He hushed but the quiet was broken by another voice. "Koki Oko," avoice sang in the distance.
"Owadjab-la" It was awoman's voice, high-pitched and eerie.

"Koki Oko ki anba. . . nég mare nou!
Koki Oko, ki anba, nég mare nou
Koki Oko, ki anba, n'alage!

Koki Oko, owadjab-la. . .

Koki Oko, ki anba, neg mare!

Koki Oko, owadjab-la. ..

Koki Oko ki anba, neg mare nou!"

"Jesus” | whispered.



"What isit? What do the words mean?"

"I'mnot sure," | said quietly, hoping my voice wouldn't carry in the sudden silence following the
song'send. "' recognize two or three of the words. Djab-laisaVodoun name for awild spirit. It'sa
digtortion of the French word diable for devil—only its connotation hereismorein the magica redm
than the spiritud.”

"Could have fooled me. What's Koki Oko?"

"Um, the trandation wouldn't do it justice. Let's just say the song was oriented somewhere between
naughty and nety.”

Thevoice garted again, thistime chanting instead of singing: "Amen. Seculi venturi vitam et.

Mortuorum resurrectionem in baptisma unum Confiteor. Ecclesam apostolicam et catholicicam, sanctum,
unamet..."

"That soundslike Latin," | said.
"Itis" Kurt agreed, "but it is gibberish. The words make no sense.”
" ... prophetasper est locutusqui . . ."

"Maybe," | said, moving ahead, "and my Latin'salittle rusty but theré's something familiar about
some of that gibberish."

It made sense: V odoun was such adistorted blend of African Mystére and Catholicism that Latin
might well be invoked aong with variants of French, Spanish, and the Fon language of West Africa.

" ... mortuos et vivosjudicare Gloriacum est venturus iterum et. Patris dexteram adsedet . . ."

"Wait aminute,” | said aswe cameto the hounfort and entered the temple area. "1 may not know
my masses beyond a Te Deum and an Agnus Del, but isn't that the Nicene Creed?”

Kurt considered the chanting more atentively.

" ... Scripturas secundum, dietertiaresurrexit et . . "

"Yes. It'sbeing recited backwards."

"Thought 0."

"What doesit mean?'

"It means something very bad. Voodoo is dways getting a bad rap from the Hollywood trestment—"
"Yes," hesaid, "they do the same disservice to vampires.”

| let that one dide. "Rada—or 'right hand' voodoo—is a positive religion. Even Petro—the | eft hand
or snister perverson of the African mysteries—wouldn't hold their services underground like this. So
whatever we have hereis something off the map.”

" ... codisdedescendit salutem nostram propter et . . "

Aswe started across the perigtil, | could seethe dtar room beyond the sinister maypole of the
poteau mitan. Someone had comein since the conflagration accompanying my last visit and cleaned up.
Black drapes now hung on the sides of the alcove but the back wall was|eft uncovered. There, ona
series of smal shelves, were racks of tiny glass bottles—DNA sample vidslike the onesin the Gen/GEN
lab upgtairs. The flames from thirteen ebony candles did little to illume the dark décor but here the glass
containers seemed to glow with pae red and blue phosphors—much like the dternating glow from the
BioWeb sign outside. A swatch of scarlet was draped across the atar table, appearing in the pulses of
bluelight, disappearing in the counterpoint burgts of red illumination.

" ... saeculaomniaante natum Patreex et . . "

Therest of the Ogou paraphernalia had been removed from the area but the crimson dress had been
savaged. Symbols, Father Pat had said, are very powerful agentsin systems of belief.

| was beginning to form atheory concerning the nature of Cachtice's blood sacrifices.
"lan't that Chalice Delacroix?" Kurt whispered.



She had been nearly invisible againgt the backdrop of darkness but now that my attention was drawn
and my eyes adjusted, | could see the woman standing by the dtar. She wore nothing but her own skin
and afaint, golden limning of light from the votive candles on the dtar. An arm-shaped thread of gold
extended toward the swirl of red and amoment later acrimson flash of fabric unfurled, setting a dozen
and one points of light a-shiver. Shewasn't dead! Chalice had survived!

"What is she doing? Kurt whispered.

Chanting was the first answer that came to mind as| moved toward her. But as| circled around the
great wooden post and got a better angle and acloser look | wasn't sure that it was Chalice after dll.
Four lines of clotted blood till striped her stomach, but her umber flesh seemed vaguely out of place, as
if subtly redistributed. It was like clothing that you are used to seeing on one person being worn by
another: the colors and patterns are identical but the shape and drape differ, even on similar formsand
figures

" . ..invighilium e omniumvishbilium. . ."

Sheturned her head and my heart seized up in my chest. Chalice's moss-green eyes might appear to
be black in the near darkness of our surroundings but these eyes glittered red and orange with alight that
was not dl reflected candle-flame. Her mouth moved in an unnatura way and the teeth within gppeared
to befiled to triangular points asif they were retro-engineered for tearing flesh and separating gristle from
bone.

" ... Deumunumin credo," shefinished and smiled. Her mouth grew inhumanly wide. "Cs§thel
How good of you to come!" It definitely wasn't Chalice Delacroix's voice!

"Wh—who areyou?' | asked.

"Don't you recognize me?' she purred. No, that wasn't the right word: "purred” suggests something
feline. But cats are warm-blooded creatures and there was nothing warm-blooded here. She turned and
posed provocatively, the red silk flung over one shoulder. "Didn't you get agood ook ?"

| stopped moving toward her. | was dready closer than | suddenly wanted to be.

"How about another taste?" She sauntered toward me, one hand caressing her bloody belly. "You
took so little before. A few sips, redly.”

"Yourenot Chdice" | said, taking a step back.

"What isachalice?' She cametoward me, step by step. "A glass? A cup? A drinking container? |
contain blood; would you like another drink?

| took another step back. "No."

"No?' Her eyebrows went up in aparody of surprise. "l thought you liked me. | thought you loved
thetaste. Wasn't | yummy? Y ummy in the tummy?'

"Dont," | sad.

"Yummy in your tummy?* she asked, closing the distance between us with adreamlike inexorability.
"Didn't you find my tummy yummy?'

| got a better ook at the fabric draped over her shoulder and stopped backing away.

"You look very thirsty, Cs§the. Maybe even alittle hungry. Would you like alittle nibble before the
fun begins? A little taste? There's room on the dtar for two. Or | could stand here whileyou kned . . ."

"I know who you are," | said.

"Yes, | think I'd like that—you on your knees.. . ." Flickersof light from ancient sacrificid fires
danced in her eyes and she began to hum.

"You're Marinette Bois-Chéche," | said.
She shook her head. "1 am your chdlice. . . your goblet . . ."

"Y eah, more like my hob-goblet.” Somewhere in the back of my brain abeeping sound commenced,
sgnaling that | serioudly needed to be backing up now! Instead | stood my ground, wrestling with the



problem of Katarina Beneczky and Marinette Bois-Cheche. Were they one and the same?

In'Vodoun, the spirit Loa manifest by possessing ahuman body. It's caled "mounting the host” who
isreferred to asa"horse’ asthe spirit "rides’ the human. Chdice—whether truly deed or till dive—was
gone and the most dangerous, bitter, and vengeful of the Petro Loawas Sitting in the saddle and applying
supernatural spurs.

"Kned, Csithe. .. kned and drink . . ."

| hesitated and felt invisible bands of pressure close about my head. While there was no doubt about
my ability to physicaly overpower Chdice Delacroix, thiswas an entirely different metter. Given the
manifest changesin her physicality while the Loahad her bootsin the stirrups, | had serious doubts about
the efficacy of any direct resstance. | could remain defiant and seejust how high Marinette could ratchet
up the grief-o-meter. Or | could apply the principles of Ju-jitsu and use her centers of balance against
her.

| sank to one knee and felt the pressure lessen.

"Kned ...andfeed..." She stepped up to me and, reaching behind my head, pressed my faceto
her bely.

| embraced her legswith my left arm and ran my right hand up the smooth curve of her flank ina
leisurely caress.

"Taste the blood of the Loa,” she crooned. "Taste the power . . ."

That wasn't my goal. The touch of her cold, blood-dicked flesh was actudly thelast thing | craved at
this particular moment but | had to endure it to keep apromise. | had turned out to be no damn good at
keeping my word to Chalice's daddy but the world's fate might well be seded tonight if | failed in my
charge from Mama Samm.

A funny thing happened in the midst of my deception: The Hunger began to return. In spite of the
revulson | felt for the atrocities rendered upon Chalice Delacroix'sflesh thisnight, | felt the ancient lusts
begin to stir as the scents of blood and sweat and musk bathed my nasal epithelia receptors. My
hindbrain began to wake from its ten-thousand-year dumber, stretching limbic limbs and flooding my
veinswith ahormona soup of predatory impulses and drives. A few moments more, | told mysdf asmy
right hand roamed higher, palm surfing the wavelets of muscle-shesthed ribs. It was unavoidable, it was
necessary, | told mysdlf, spping at the dark winethat trickled by the well of her navel; she must believe
me compliant, complicit . . .

Compromised . . .

The power that transmogrified Chalice Delacroix's flesh and shaped it to the will of Marinette
Bois-Cheche burned in her blood like bitter whiskey and sweet rum. Lightning from the Ogou forge
crackled there and something latched onto my tongue, drawing it into awhirlpool of sensation, awhorl of
power, avortex of violence.

The plan had been to catch the demon Loa off-balance but it was | who had suddenly lost my own
footing. Even as| took her dark essenceinto me | felt my will, my resistance, my very conscience being
drained. Metaphysica fangswere biting into my own heart, avampiric feeding frenzy had begun: even as
my body took on unaccustomed physica strength and power, | felt my inner strength ebb and fade.

God help me, | thought franticaly. | can't disengage! | tried to think of a prayer, a scripture that
would help me pull out of this Tantric taillspin. Psalm 121 began with: "I will lift up mine eyesunto the hills,
from whence cometh my help." When | looked up, the only hills| could see undermined my resolve that
much more.

Then | saw aflash of scarlet and my attention was drawn to the red dress till draped from her
shoulder, now inchesfrom my questing right hand.

She sighed and caressed the back of my head. "Deeper . . ."
| strained my hand upward . . . aninch . . . then another.



"000," she cooed, "devour me!"

The monster inside was breaking |oose, ripping the chains of conscience away with brutish strength
and subhuman rage. In momentsit would be free.

"No," I murmured, crimson threads gumming my lips.

Her hand fell away from the back of my head and | looked up.

Her head wastilted back, her own gaze turned upward, aswell. "What?' she asked, dowly,
dreamily.

"I've had about dl | can ssomach,” | said more clearly asthefingers of my right hand closed on the

hem of the dress. As| yanked it from her shoulder, | pulled her legs out from under her with the sweep of
my left arm. | bounced to my feet even as | heard the back of her head thud against the earthen floor.

"Kurt!" | yelled.

"Here, Magter," he answered from afew feet away. "1 couldn't move!"
"Can you move now?"

"I think so, yes."

"Then the last one out isarotten corpsel”

Weran for the exit. Kurt should have been twice asfast as | but he followed closdly while keeping
mein front; guarding my back, no doubt.

"What are we doing?' he asked as we scrambled into the outer corridor and headed for the airs.
"Saving theworld!"

"By running away?'

| held up my scarlet trophy. "By preventing the Whore of Babylon from putting her red dress on!”
"l don't understand!”

My reply was drowned out by the thunder of our feet pounding up the stairs.

"What?' he yelled aswe reached thefirst floor.

"l said: Neither do I!"

We turned and ran for the rear exit and the loading docks.

"It can't bethat Smple!™ he protested.

Of course, it wasn't. . . .

Chapter Twenty-five

Asafull-fledged battle raged outside on the BioWeb grounds, Kurt and | exited through the loading
docks and found a half-dozen vampires hiding behind alarge, canopied truck.

"What are you doing?' my new mgordomo demanded. "They're only humand™
"Hey," | muttered, "watch the profiling.”
"Some of them are armed with lasers," Viktor answered.



Kurt and | exchanged looks. Bullets were one thing. An extremely well-placed shot or a heavy
barrage of poorly placed shots might prove fata—but most of the time guns were nothing more than a
painful inconvenience to the undead.

Wegpons utilizing amplified or coherently focused light were another matter, entirdly—think sunrisein
acontinuous deadly stream. Marinette Bois-Chéche might have duped the generd in the lab but he was
no dummy in military matters. He had arranged for most of histroopsto be rendered hypno-immuneto
vampiric mind control and armed them with wegpons deadly to living and undeed flesh alike. Already
they had made ash out of adozen of New Y ork's best fanged enforcers.

"What do we do now?" Kurt asked.

"Do | look like aman with aplan to you?'

He shook hishead. "Actualy, you look more like afrat boy who ran through a plate glass window
fleeing apanty raid. Wipe your face."

| opened my mouth. Felt more threads of blood decorate my ora cavity. Closed it and wiped my
face with the dress. "We've got to keep them from driving out the main gate with their cargo,” | reasoned.
"Okay, everybody fal back to theinsde of the building!"

Weturned and ran like hell. All but two of us made it back insde the loading docks.

Mirrors, | thought as we pounded toward the front of the building, we could rip mirrors off the
restroom walls—and have our legs cut out from under us amoment after we held them up as shidlds.

Along the way some of the vamps acquired BioWeb security firearms. It didn't ook to be much of an
advantage—few of them seemed to have any red expertise with twenty-first-century weaponry.

Oh man, we are really screwed.
=Isthat what you've been doing in there while | was busy organizing arescue operation?=
Deirdre?

=We're still waiting for you, Chris, but the action has shifted around front. In a few moments
we're going to need all the help we can get or the militia is going to drive off with three truckl oads
of viral cultures.=

We're on our way but | don't know what we can do.

=Got any guns?=

| looked around. Maybe a half dozen side arms, a couple of rifles. We charged through the lobby
and out the front doors. | would have preferred to reconnoiter but you don't play it safe when the end of
the world is getting ready to drive out the front gate. We split up immediately to prevent a clustering of
targets for the opposition. Wewerein luck: A few gunshots rang out but there was no concentrated
response.

=That will have to do until the rest get here. Though I'm not sure our troops will know how to
use them.=

My follow-up "Huh? What troops?’ to that was derailed by the arrival of ablack van.

* % %

Okay, | get the need for tinted windows and eschewing the waiting-for-an-accident-to-happen
ragtops and sunroofs.

But would it be such aviolation of the undead code to drive a vehicle that explored other colors of
the spectrum? Maybe a green sedan or ared pickup or a blue sports car? But, no; it's always ablack
paint job when acitizen of the night isat the whed!.

Okay, guilty as charged, | thought as the black van smashed through the lowered security bar and
was followed by afamiliar-looking black 1950 Mercury Club Coupé with achopped silhouette and a
raggedy holein the roof. Both vehicles swerved across the parking lot dodging shots fired from the sde
of the main building. They rolled to a stop on the grassjust beyond the edge of the asphalt.



Asl| ran toward my car, the driver's door opened and my zoot-suit buddy clambered out. He turned,
seeming oblivious to the chaos unfolding from the far Sde of the lot and heading in hisdirection. Ashe
retrieved his wide-brimmed hat, the door to the van opened and the driver that emerged was a cresture
unlike any | could recall seeing despite this past year's subscription to the Necronomicon Y earbook.

His head looked like the burned tip of asafety match and the rest of him was hardly any better—a
charred, gray-and-black caricature of an eongated tar baby with skin like soft asphat. He limped around
to the back of the van and opened the rear doors.

"Hey," said TheKid, "niceflivver, man. Needs some detailing but if you're ever in the market to
ol

| swung my attention back to Mr. Hep-as-hell. "'l thought you were dead.”

He grinned, displaying fangs that were long and strong. "1 am, Big Daddy! I'm dead ashell and I'm
not taking it anymore! I've got it made in the grave." He moved toward the rear of the van.

"No," | said, "I mean, | thought they had staked you or something.”

"You jiving me, Daddy-O? We're too tough for these Gl-Joseph wannabes. Ask ole Bubba, here."

Matchgtick man turned his crispy head and wheezed something unintdligible.

| stared at him, at them. "Y ou're telling methisis Mr. Montrose?' | turned to the crispy cadaver.
"Billy Bob?'

He bobbed his charcoaled cranium.

"You'll haveto pardon my associate's lack of lingo, Gringo," J.D. explained. "Histhroat hasn't yet
recovered from imitating a blowtorch. He needs amonth in the ground with ahemoglobin IV drip going
full bore. Too bad war ain't more convenient.”

As he spoke, the ground opened up afew feet away and a corpse rose up from the earth like a
passenger on asidewak freight elevator. He wore atattered wool greatcoat with a shredded six-button
cape. Piping that might have been white over acentury ago lined the outer legs of histrousers, formed
"V"sabove his cuffs, and striped his collar. A tarnished officer's sword and scabbard hung below afaded
red sash that circled hiswaist. On the opposite Side apair of yellowed gauntlets were folded over the
sash near hiship. A nearly fleshless hand came up to aghastly brow and | heard amuffled "chik," the
sound of bone striking bone as the dead man snapped off asmart salute.

"Muh men are a theready," the cadaver sad, holding his sdute. "With yuh permission, suh, wewill
engagethe enemy.”

It took amoment but | finaly remembered to raise my own armin areturn saute. "Uh, certainly,
Captain. Whenever you are ready, of course.”

"Of course, suh.” The officia exchange completed, he turned to the crispy vampire who was
emerging from the back of the van and tugging on along, wooden case. " Sergeant, have you brought us
our ordnance?"’

Montrose bobbed his head and lowered one end to the ground as the earth behind the captain
opened with three more popping sighs. As the case was opened, three more dead soldiers approached in
varying stages of recomposition. The hideoudy burned vampire handed atarnished, tan-handled revolver
to the officer and gurgled something.

"Y ou're giving them antique weapons?' | asked increduloudy, thinking of the modern armament
carried by the generd's paramilitary troops coming around the corner of the building.

"Nothing but the best,” The Kid answered. "He saysthat's a Cooper double-action percussion
revolver—he got it on eBay acouple of years ago for twenty-two hundred dollars."

Two corpses, one wearing agray sack coat with four brass buttons, the other afaded blue frock
coat with atwo-inch collar—stepped forward and hefted the box. Inside were ancient long-barreled
wespons. "1842 Springfield muskets,” The Kid said. "Twelve hundred and fifty dollars apieceif you buy
from acollector who'slegit."



Another dead guy stepped up, wearing atwelve-button shell jacket of indeterminate hue. Only the
red wool twill taping had retained sufficient color from its previous excursion above the ground. He was
given an armful of handguns—flintlock single-shot pistols and a couple of later model percussion
sngle-shot versons.

A squad of corpses approached and one of them opened the van's diding side door. More boxes
were hadtily unloaded, and their museum-exhibit armaments hurriedly distributed. Carbines manufactured
by Starr, by Sharps, by Smith. Muskets bearing the imprints of Enfield and Greene. P.S. Justice and
Mississippi rifles. Even acouple of short-barreled miniérifles. It was atreasure trove of firepower, The
Kid explained. Here was a Colt Model 1852 Police Revolver with a thirty-six-hundred-dollar pricetag,
there a Springfield Model 1863 Type 2 Rifle musket worth twenty-five hundred dollars on the collectors
circuit. Powder and shot were flung to waiting, anxious, and fleshless hands. Some of the ammo boxes
tumbled to the ground and | picked up thelid of one that had burst open.

Poultney's Patent Metallic Cartridges
Patented December 15, 1863 12 Caps
For Smith's Breech-Loading Carbine
No. 1 50-100 Caliber
Address, Poultney & Trimble, Baltimore, Md.

"Here they come!" someoneyelled.

A musket was flung into my hands, a.69 caiber smoothbore from al appearances. On the lockplate
the date 1849 was clearly visible as was the cartouche. There was some pitting at the breech from the
mercury fulminate and there were afew "dings' here and there in the wood and meta, but it was
remarkably well preserved and, with astart, | redized it could do more serious damage at close range
than the modern, hard-jacketed, high-vel ocity ammo that was about to come flying in our direction.

Too bad | didn't know how to load and fire the damn thing!

| suddenly remembered the silver-loaded Glock in my glove compartment. | ran back to my car and
flung open the passenger door. It was easier to dide onto the bench seat while | groped for the zippered
carry case. As| opened the glove compartment the door beside me closed. A moment later the lock
stem sank down with an emphatic clack.

"Miger Chris. . ." said afamiliar voice.

| turned and looked behind me with equal portions of fear and annoyance: | redlly had to start
checking the backseat before getting into my car at night.

Mama Samm's white robe and turban seemed to shed a soft light, more than equd to the full moon
on acloudless night. Sitting beside her was atal, thin man dressed in ablack frock coat and top hat. His
blue-black skin was daubed with white paint in a pattern that approximated a crude skeletd motif on his
face and shirtlesstorso. He sat in arigid pose and, after amoment, | saw that hisarmswere bound to his
sides by dozens of loops of scarlet thread.

"So, disisde one," he said, considering me as one might regard asocid introduction to a professiona
telemarketer. "He don' look de type.”

"Nevertheless," she admonished him. She turned to me. " Christopher, may | introduce hisroya
highness, Baron Samedi of the Gédé clan.”

| started to extend my hand out of polite habit and then stopped as | noticed the threads precluded
any kind of practica handshaking. High-fiveswere definitely out of the picture.

"Niceto meetcha," | said, nodding my head. | turned back to my friendly neighborhood
fortune-teller. "Does this mean we can get this whole mistaken identity thing settled and close out the
cemetery toursto my doorstep?'



"Do not think | am ungrateful for your assstance while | wasindisposed,” the Loa of the Dead said,
"but assoon as| am free | will reclaim my rightful place as adjudicator for de dead!”

"Great," | said. "l think | have a pocketknife—"

"He cannot be freed by physical means,” Mama Samm explained. "Heis bound by foul sorceries.
Only powerful, sympathetic magic can free him. Y ou must free the others, the Gédé and Ogou that the
witch has taken hostage. She hasturned their power against him and against each other.”

| looked out at the confusion that was unfolding beyond the Merc'stinted windows.

Captain Worthington's cadaverous corps had engaged the gray guard and, while the generd's men
had the advantage in numbers and weaponry, the Civil War dead had the benefit of already being dead.

And then there was the home turf advantage. "The South shdl riseagain,” | murmured as, here and
there, the turf split open and rotted hands and arms came thrusting out of the ground to grab mercenaries
legs. Trousers would begin to smoke in the grasp of those chemical-laced fingersand it wasn't long
before the screams of the living drowned out the Rebel yells of the dead. Lasers and tracerslit up
portions of the churning grounds, igniting an emerging corpse here and there. Some fell and were quickly
consumed where they lay, their desiccated remains serving as wicks for the combustible witches brew
that had permeated the earth. Others ran into the midst of the troops trying to load the trucks and took
them down in fiery embraces. One vehicle caught fire and its subsequent explosion set up achain reaction
gueue of blazes down the length of theidling caravan. Driversran to separate one of the trucks as yet
untouched from the rest of the burning transports.

| reached for the door handle. "Weve got to outflank those remaining trucks,” | said. "Nothing else
will matter if even aportion of the virusleaves these groundd™

"Others mugt fight that battle," she announced more than said. "Y ou must resist the Whore of
Babylon."

"Yeah, well I've dready knocked the wind out of her sails”

"Listen to me!" Thefortune-teller waslarge and in charge, and her voice was suddenly sharp: "Y ou
cannot physically gainsay her, you can only do damage to the vessd sheinhabits! If you kill the horse that
sherides, shewill only abandon it and seek to straddle another. Y ou must resist her! Do not engage her
inaphysicd contet, for you cannot win and you will not accomplish your objectivel™

"Y ou know, your on-again, off-again accent isn't just dipping—it's gone on an extended vacation.”

"Y ou need to focus on your objective," she snapped.

"And my objectiveisto free the hostages?"

"Speak of de she-devil," the baron said. A bloody and unsteady Marinette Bois-Chechein the avatar

of Chalice Ddlacroix staggered out the front door of the BioWeb building. She stopped and looked out
over the series of skirmishes that sprawled across the grounds and parking lot.

"Go!" Mama Samm urged, "Go now! Do not turn to the left or theright! Y ou must go down into the
pit and free them before she can stop you! Do not stop to help the others, their support will come from
other quarters! Do not alow yourself to be turned aside by The Beast!"

The passenger door lock popped up.

"The Beast?' | asked. "What—"

The ground trembled and a network of cracks and fissures spread across the parking lot like an
Etch-a-sketch gone berserk. Asphalt buckled and heaved as Marinette/Chalice capered and danced
upon the staired entryway. A reptilian skull the size of aVVolkswagen popped up in the midst of Row F,
scattering a dozen advancing mercenaries.

"What the hell isthat?' | yelled, popping the door open and sticking my head out for a better look.

"The dragon,” PFC Blankenship informed me, running past with arust-eaten bayonet affixed to his
musket.



"The Beadt," repeated Mama Samm from behind me. " Or one of Its Shadows, at least.”

It shouldered itsway up through chunks of blacktop and bars of concrete retainers, scapulae like
giant kite-shiddsflinging artificid stonein deadly arcs onto hapless men and vampires, dike. | tried to
unzip my pistol case but the zipper wasjammed.

"Run!" Mama Samm yeled, "Y our gun is of no use for the task that you must do! Go and do it
quickly! Beforeitistoo latel”

| started to move toward the building but stopped and turned back. "Where are these hostages?” |
cdled.

"In de pit!" Samedi answered.

| started to open my mouth when he added, "Dey are not human, Csdjthe; dey are Zombi!"

Okay. Sure. It was al coming together for me, now.

Not!

| started for the building anyway. What €l se was there for meto do? | had a handgun with silver
Glaser loadsthat | couldn't get to, an ite paramilitary force that wouldn't be threstened if | could, a
fosdlized Tyrannosaurus Rex doing Jurassic Park meets Night of the Living Dead in the parking lot,
and a bunch of dead hostages | needed to rescue before they—well—got any deader.

So helpme, if | got through thisin one piece | was going to find asafe line of work—maybe testing
bulletproof vests or repo-ing motorcycles from the Hell's Angels.

Bloody Bones rampaged to the western end of the parking lot and lowered its gargantuan, toothy
skull to the stepswhereits Dark Mistress waited. Marinette/Chalice climbed up itsinclined snout and
turned to seat herself upon its grooved cranium asit reared back up and turned in search of fresh prey.

"Chrig"

| looked across the blacktop battlefield and saw Deirdrein dark pants and shirt, motioning for meto
comeand join her. A cluster of unhuman companions surrounded her: Pagelovitch and hislieutenants,
Father Pat in ecclesagtica garb with the requisite collar, and Brother Michael wearing his rough, brown
homespun robe and leaning upon his great Saff. My three Fates sood together, clasping hands, looking
like nothing so much asthe Powerpuff Girls, al growed up. | even fancied | saw Marilyn floating afew
inches off the ground!

Back behind them was an indistinct mass, like a gathering thunderhead that had settled to the earth. |
couldn't be sure at thisdistance, but | had the distinct impression that every grave in the parish had
opened and an army of the deceased was marching on the BioWeb complex.

But would they get hereintime?

| wasn't the only thing that turned to ook at the sound of Deirdre's voice: Bloody Bones and his dark
rider were taking note of my comrades, aswell.

It took agiant step in their direction.
Then, another.
"Hey!" | ydled without thinking. Whét the hell, thinking was overrated anyway.

| dropped the zippered-up Glock and flapped the red dress like a matador's cape. "Over herel Hey
Tyro, Tyro!" Mama Samm had said don't do battle with Marinette—but she never specificaly told mel
couldn't fight The Beadt.

And eveninthat | wouldn't be disobeying her: as the mountain of fossilized bonesturned and
regarded me with empty eye-sockets there was no question that | would be giving it any kind of ared
fight elther. Just amomentary distraction if | was lucky enough to last another thirty seconds. Maybe that
would be enough time for the others to scatter and take cover.

"Csathe!"™ Mama Samm cdled from behind me, "Thisis not your battle! Keep going!™
Y eah, right. Then whose battle wasit?



Asif to answer my question, Father Pat stepped forward and opened abook in hishands. | couldn't
hear hisvoice from where| stood but | could imagine the text was probably from the Bible. Even money
on the seventeenth chapter of the Book of Revelation.

Then Brother Michad caught my attention by doing amost unusud thing.

He draightened his bent and hunched form.

He stretched and the hump across his shoulders bulged and strained the fabric of hisrobe.

The back of his garment tore open and abundle of white tumbled out even as hislarge, powerful
hands wrenched his staff gpart.

Therewas aflash of dlver asalong, double-edged blade emerged from its gnarled, twisted shesath. |
bardly had timeto register that the hunchbacked giant'swaking staff was actudly agrest sword in
disguise when my eyeswere drawn away to the enormous white sails unfurling from hismassive
shoulders. They opened and spreed, fanlike, behind him: two more kite-shaped forms like giant scapulae
covered in swan's down and white eagle's feathers.

Likewings.

With aharsh cry, Michael launched himsdlf into the air, brandishing asilvery sword that was now
burgting into flamelike adeadly Olympic torch.

"Holy...!" | yelled, at alossfor a second word. There are not many words you can use when
you've seen your first angdl.

"Csdthe" Mama Samm hurried up beside me and took my arm, "hurry! Thereisn't much time!”

"But..." | sad, garting to point.

"Have you lived so long among the creatures of darknessthat you cannot imagine the existence of
creatures of light? Come! Even an angel may not turn back the Darknessif hefightsaone. Y ou must free
the zombi!" She gave me a shove as six-inch teeth of stone clacked shut just inches from the snowy
pinions on one of Michad'swingtips.

| began to run again, fighting every impulse to turn back to watch.

"Csathel" The voice belonged to Marinette Bois-Chéche: now | dared not hesitate nor turn back. |
hurtled up the front steps and dam-danced through the front doors of the lobby.

The pit, the pit, free the zombies in the pit, they had said. But where was this pit? Downgtairs was
the obvious direction but the only space approximating a pit that | had seen was the hounfort and djevo
that had served the Mambo's terrible dark powers.

Well, | had to start somewhere. | turned and ran down the north corridor toward the back of the
building.

>Csgjthe . . .< Thevoice of Draculaechoed through my head.

"Nag, nag, nag," | groused. What is it, now?

>| did not want to leave without saying goodbye.<

What? You're leaving? Now! ?

>| think it in my best interests, whatever the outcome, to return to the shadows while some
still remain.<

Now the temptation to turn around, run back out of the building, find him and throttle him became the
greater temptation to resst. You run away now voivode, and it's pretty well over between us!

> Ah, Csgjthe; no more Christmas cards?<

Y ou candy-assed mothersucker! Let the word go out that Csgthe stayed at the battle's heart while
Vlad the Pretender dunk off in the darkness like afrightened cur.

My head was suddenly full, then suddenly empty as| pounded around the corner at the back of the
building, homed in on the extra staircase |eading to the subbasement.



| stumbled to astop three steps down. It was like stepping down into an icy swimming pool. A
pal pable force was flowing up from below, impeding my descent while assuring methat | was on theright
track after al. Somewhere below was somekind of angajan gris, providing power for Bois-Chéche
and her monstrous steed. And, presumably, the Zombie hostages that | was supposed to liberate.

| forced my foot down to the next step and shivered asthe cold crept another six inches up my leg.
Faster—I had to move faster; time was running out.

Speaking of time, | was supposed to bein Stubbs Hall right now giving an exam on my last three
lectures—the find two of which | had failed to show up for. Mark ateaching career asjust one more
thing in my life that was pretty much over. | stared down into the churning darkness. whatever | had to
face down there, it couldn't be much worse than facing the dean and trying to explain my absencesand
dereliction of classduties. "Ohy-yesah," | said, teeth chattering as| stepped down again, "'s-sorry D-dr.
F. | g-got mixed up in s-some underworld act-t-tivies. N-not m-mafiaor organ-n-ized c-crime.. . ." |
stepped again and the cold pulled at my waist. ™ . . . j-just dead g-guys. Y -you know, I-like vampires,
z-zombies, c-corporate t-tax attorneys. . . ." | kept forcing myself down, one step at atime until the frigid
darknesslapped a my chin. "Oh, f-fu—"

| submerged.

Even though | wasforcing my way down through preternaturaly charged air, the sensation of moving
underwater was inescapable. | tried holding my breeth but was forced to take in another lungful as|
reached the bottom of the stairs. It burned al the way down into my chest, like ashocking first gasp of
wintry, arctic air, but seemed to have no further ill effect other than to lower my internal body
temperature to match my extremities. In some waysit helped. Like a swimmer who adjusts after that first
minute's shock to the body, | found it eesier to move as| acclimated to the temperature around me.

My vision seemed to improve, aswel: the single bulb that lit the stairway's end glowed feebly in the
murk but 1 could gill make out the detailsin theiron véve. Thefasewal was still open—atestament to
another hasty exit. My entrance was alittle less hasty.

The candles that lined the passageway to the hounfort had gone out but tiny red flecks of residua
heet till glittered here and there amid the smoking wicks. They guided my way down the corridor like
glimmering runway lightsin adensefog. By thetime | reached the temple areamy chest was laboring like
that of adiver who had exhaugted himself in swimming againg the current.

The candles upon the dtar in the djevo were still burning, but they were not the source of the red and
purplelightsthat bathed the peristil in an eerie glow. A shadow emerged from the sSilhouette of the
poteau mitan: Theresa

"So," shesad, "it comesto this"

"It comestowhat?' | asked carefully. A long machete that had recently adorned the dtar was now
held loosdly in her right hand.

"Ated," shesad.

"Tet?'

"To seewho isworthy to beaDark Master.” She stepped away from the great pole and tightened
her grip on the carved wooden handle.

"I don't recall seeing any testsin the Dark Master syllabus," | said, taking a counter-step to the side.

"The countess has promised to complete my transformation if |1 stop you here. She took another step
toward me.

"Again with the promises,” | said, edging another sdeways step and working agradua curve about
the great post. "Remember what | told you about the Countess Bathory's promises? Well, she's no longer
around to keep or break her word."

"Yourelying. I can dill hear her voiceinsde my head.”
"That's not—" What? Stop and explain that the countess wasn't redlly the countess but the



chambermaid?

Who wasn't actudly the peasant girl Katarina Beneczky but the avatar for something ancient and
demonic whose name might be Marinette Bois-Cheche?

Or, even morelikdy: Lilith, the Whore of Babylon and the Mother of Demons?

Aw, the hell with thigl | had enough trouble wrapping my own brain around this grotesque game of
guess-who. Time was running out and the last thing | needed was Transylvania Barbie here acting out dl
her dysfunctiona relationshipswith abigger knifethan Rod's. Bois-Lilith could sill have enough timeto
open the Fifth Sedl, red dress or no. "Dammit, Theresa, shesbad!" | yelled. "She'sbad! You know it . . .
you know it!" | hesitated. "Dear God, tell me| didn't just do a Michadl Jackson cover.”

In response, the machete flicked around and just barely missed my arm.

| danced back a couple of steps and circled forward again, trying to keep the broad post in the area
between us. It wasn't real shelter but | couldn't retreat without abandoning my mission. And, under the
present circumstances, she might well be able to outrun me.

"Do you know what your problemis?' she grunted, recovering al too quickly from thewild swing.

"That | votefor individua candidates and not dong party lines?' | couldn't orbit the pole forever,
eventudly | wasgoing to get dizzy.

"Y ou were given animmensely powerful gift and you've squandered it.”

"Why? Because | don't conform to your idea of a Dark Master? What am | supposed to do? Grind
my enemiesto dust? Create undead dynagties? Dress like Duran Duran?”

"Power should never be wasted on those too timid to useit!" she said, swinging for my shinson the
word "use"

| jJumped the blade. "Y ou know the problem with people who crave power isthey dwayswant it to
rule over others." | dodged to the other side of the pole. "When theredl root of their discontent istheir
inability to rule over themsdves™

"If you leave now, she might let you live. She will need anew aristocracy to help her rule and you
could be exated with those of uswho are to be her Chosen.”

"Oooh, chosen! It sounds so specid—especialy in that 'help rule the world' context. Well, | got
news for you, Terry-cal-me-D-for-Damned: even if your Dark Lady makes Queen For A Day, she's
only offering temp jobs.”

"Not astemporary asyour Stuation right now!" she grunted, trying afigure-eight pattern of dashes.
"And you'd say anything to keep me from killing you now!"

"I don't think there's anything | could say that would keep you from trying.” | dropped to the ground
and tried aone-leg sweep. She danced back from the arc of my foot but it threw her off balance.

"Youthink | want to kill you?' she panted. "'l don't have a choice!"

| scrambled back up on my feet as she regained her balance. She siwung again, rage and frustration
powering the machete with unnatural force and speed. | ducked and leaned back but the tip scored my
brow, leaving aburning line of pain across my forehead. The blade met amore solid target at the end of
itstrgectory, thunking into the wooden pole and burying itstip deep in the reuctant hardwood.

"Y ou don't have tokill me," | remongtrated as shetried to pull the machete free. "Y ou have achoice.
Y ou havealot of choices"

"I'm dead!" she shrieked.
"Everybody dies" | said. "Y ou've still got more options than mog.”

"l am an unnatura creature! | will be hunted! | cannot go out by day! | must dly myself with those
who have the power to protect me!” The blade, for al her frenzied tugging, remained resolutely buried in
the wood.

| stepped to the left and extended my hand. "'l will protect you."



"You?' The offer seemed to enrage her. "How can you protect me when you cannot even use your
Dak Giftsto protect yoursdf?'

" Cessseedgjjjtttthhel ™ The voice boomed down the corridor and arrived in the temple arealike one of
the seven trumps of doom.

Asthe sound of her new mistress voice, Theresas eyes grew wide with terror and desperation. Her
hands came up, fingers curled like predatory claws. | took astep back to the right, maneuvering the post
back between us. Unarmed, she might not be ableto kill me but if she could keep me busy until the
demonessrode in on Chdlice Delacroix, the delay would bejust asfatal.

She shrieked her rage and fear and desperation, launching herself around the greet pole. | turned and
fled, keeping atight trgjectory around the pole so that | could pedl off and head toward the dtar. Before
| could, however, | had to duck: the machete remained embedded in the post and cut across my orbital
path like adeadly crossing gate. | dmost didn't seeit intime and felt afew hairslag behind asthe blade
skimmed the back of my head. Behind me, Theresa's shriek was interrupted by an abrupt "urk!"

" Cesséadjjtttthhel I

In spite of the approaching sound of the Doomsday Loa, | had to stop and ook back. Theresasfury
had blinded her to the edge-on blade in her path. Her body staggered afew more steps past the machete
gtill embedded in the wood at shoulder height. Black fountains of blood spurted from her neck. Her head
rolled on the dark ground benesth the fixed blade. Then her body stumbled and fell. Began to twitch and
jerk.

| turned away. | hadn't the ssomach or the time to watch any more. | ran toward the red-and-purple
glow that emanated from the dtar.

Chapter Twenty-six

Theglow camefrom thewals of the djevo.

The curtains had been pulled aside to reveal sheves built into the three walls surrounding the dltar.
The shelves were crowded with row upon row of tiny glass bottles: it looked like aliquor cabinet for a
747.

Except thoselittle liquor bottles the flight attendants dole out don't glow in the dark while these little
containerslooked liketiny jars of captured fireflies. Little living pulses of bioluminescence flickered,
trapped insde ranks and files of glass prisons.

Only...

Only they werentt fireflies. . .

"Zomhis," | whispered to mysdlf, “zombi astrals!”

| had come down here looking for shuffling corpses, wondering where Bois-Chéche could hide that
many bodies. Now it suddenly made sense.

The zombi astrals were an efficient way of keeping the Loaas hostages: trap their spiritsina
specially prepared bottle and harnesstheir ti-bon-ange as a power source. From the look of things, she



had not only trapped the astral forms of the Ogou and Gédeé clans, she had hooked these zombie
batteries up in aparanormal paralle circuit to augment her own magicks!

Which meant | was not only on amission of mercy to rescue the imprisoned Loa, | was sent down
here to throw the circuit breaker on Bois-Cheche's power source. | reached for the nearest bottle and
twisted the cap off—or at least | tried to. The cap didn't twist. It didn't pull, either. In fact, it didn't move
aal.

" Cessseeédjjtithhel”

"Bitch, bitch, bitch . . ." | could hear her gpproach—she was emerging from the hallway and entering
the perigtil, now.

| pulled and twisted harder.

Nothing.

| dropped the bottle and grabbed another. It was stuck just astight. | bounced it off the altar table
but it rebounded like shatterproof plastic.

The machete! | turned and ran toward the pole but Chalice Delacroix's body was dready there,
waiting for me.

"Cs4the," she crooned, "you keep running away."

"Yeah," | sad, trying to figure my maneuvering room, "take ahint.”

"But | don't want you to run away. | want to be with you. We have so much to offer one another."

"Likewhat?'

"Liketheworld," she purred.

"Y ou mean, what's|eft of it after you're done?"

"And, of course, therésthis. . ." Sheran her left hand over the ripe brown curves of Chalice's body.
The other she kept behind her back. She seemed to get abigger thrill out of the caressthan | might ever
hope to.

"Who the hell areyou?"'

"Who would you like meto be?

"l wish you were dill Chalice Delacroix.”

"Andso| am."

| sighed. "We both know that you're using her asamest puppet. Therea Chaice Delacroix isnot
anywherein the vicinity. Four hundred years ago you pulled the stringsin Cachtice castle and laid the
blamefor your unnatural gppetites on Elizabeth Bathory. For awhile | thought you might be Katarina
Beneczky, but that was probably no more your real name then than Chdice Ddlacroix isyour real name
now."

"Such aclever boy."

| shook my head—and used that gesture to break eye contact for another scan of the room. "Not so
clever, redly. First | peg you for the true Witch of Cachtice. Then | discover that you are not only not the
real Countess Bathory, you're probably not her undead maidservant, either. Or maybe you're
both—seeing as how you can leapfrog from one person's body to the next. Did you start out in the
countess body and then escape to Beneczky's when the party wound down? Or did you arrive on the
scene wearing Katarina's face and form and pull the strings from the shadows?' Another thought
occurred. "Or did you move around, dressing in the bodies of the various servitorsin Castle Cachtice?’

"Cadtle Csdjthe," she corrected. "That was so long ago, why does it matter now?"

"Because | want to know who you really are. Or what? Now |I'm supposed to believe that you're
Marinette Bois-Chéche, the Queen Bitch of the VVoodoo pantheon.”

"Asl sad, such aclever boy!"



"If I amit'sbecause I'vefindly figured out that Bois-Checheisjust another mask, too.”

"Redly?'

| shook my head. "I've dropped that particular word from my vocabulary this past year. No, | don't
think youre Loa, at dl. | don't believe any single L oa has the power—or even the motivation—to
imprison al the other Loaand their multiple aspects. Certainly not alesser aspect like one of the
Marinettes. The only thing you have in common with them is your ability to mount ahuman host and use
their body asyour own."

A thought struck me. "Or maybeyou don't.. . ."

"Maybel don't?’

| tried shuffling alittle to the left: | redlly wanted to know what she was holding behind her back. "The
Loa mount living humansto use astheir 'horses.” Maybe you can't do that unlessthey're dead. More
reason to peek behind the mask."

"Ismy real name so important?' She turned dightly, keeping her right hand obscured.

"Itisif youreademon."

She laughed. "And knowing my name would give you power over me?" She shook her head. "'l have
many named”

"Trot out thelidt. | got al night.”

"Ah, but | do not. Tempus fugit." She shrugged, her right hand still hidden behind her back. |
glanced a the machete still buried in the pole. There was no way to grab it without stepping within her
reech.

Unless. ..

My right hand twitched and | tried willing the wegpon to my hand. Hey, | figured if | could
trand ocate my own body and the ghost of my dead wife was redlly just the psychokinetic feedback of
my own virus-enhanced gray-meatter, | should be able to pull the old Luke Skywal ker/light-saber/Jedi
mind-trick.

"We have much in common, Christopher.” Shetook a haf-step toward me. "M ore than you have
with any of those others."

| shook my head. "Y ou're not human. | don't think you ever were," | elaborated. "As| said, you've
got the mojo to imprison entire clans of VVodoun spirits and channd their energiesto augment your
powers. Y ou've been around for at least four hundred years and I'm betting even longer than that." Come
to me, | thought at the machete, come to my hand. "Not a problematicd lifespan for avampire and your
last vessel seemed to meet dl the prerequisites. . . but you change bodies like Bruce Willis changes
hairpieces” Come to me. "And you don't use blood for physical sustenance. Y ou useit ritudigticaly and
there's some kind of power connection involved.”

"Thereispower intheblood."

"Y eah, that's what everyone says. you, Mama Samm, Dracula, Jmmy Swaggert . . ."

"Vlad Dracul ?* She amiled. "I had heard the stories, of course, but | had not noticed until now."
"Noticed what?'

"How much dikethetwo of you are.”

| forgot about the machete for amoment. " Take that back!"

"Your pride, your arrogance. . ." shesighed, " . . . that fatal romantic streek . . ."

"Fad . .." | mused, returning to the subject at hand. | twisted my own hand alittle more and fancied
| could see the machete quiver abit. "Y ou waltz into a castle where the mistressis a closet sadist and
suddenly there's a shortage of virgins and a surfeit of blood. If the countess had been haf the sorceress
shewas accused of being, she never would have been caught and imprisoned, much lessheld until her
death. She was your instrument before, during, and even after thetrid.”



She amiled. "Some ingtruments beg to be played.”

"Hash forward to now. | don't know who you were and what you did during the centuries
in-between but | bet alittle research—" | stopped and cocked my head, the possibilities spinning in my
mind like adark pinwhed. "So what was it like ingde Hitler's bunker?’

Her mouth made allittle moue of asmile. "Not nearly as entertaining asthe gas chambers at Birkenau
and Mg danek."

| was speechless. It's no secret that the good die young, but | had never redlly appreciated how evil
could live on and on until just thisminute.

"So much degth,” she cooed, "so much destruction. | thought that my reign was about to begin.” Her
eyes and her mouth softened in fond remembrance. "Hiroshima. . . Nagasaki . . .

"For ten thousand years | have waited for alever large enough to unhinge the world. A taste here, a
gp there, dwayswaiting for the fina feast of souls. | thought the splitting of the atom would open the Fifth
Sedl. But like every other dark technology, the means aways required more pawnsthan | could co-opt.”

"Until now," | said, findly finding my voice. "Y ou are Lilith, Mother of Demond "

Shelaughed. "A fanciful theory for aman who didn't believein vampires ayear ago and till doesntt
believein ghogts, even now."

It dmogt felt like aphysical blow. Suddenly the machete was forgotten as my hands clenched
impotently. Jenny's absence was now like aholein my heart, persona deluson or no.

After amoment | said quietly: "I believein evil. Always have. And while | can't explain or believe
everything I've seen or been told this past year, I've learned that | can generally trust my instincts.”

"Ingtincts," she snorted, "you men of the twenty-first century aren't so different from your
Cro-Magnon ancestors.”

"Who knew you," | retorted. "Called you by many names: Lilith, Erishkaigal, Hecate, Medea,
Medusa, Pandora, Tiamai—from ancient times, the Whore of Babylon."

"Sounds like you've got it dl figured out." She reached out and pulled the machete from the great
wooden post with her left hand asif plucking apetal from aflower.

"Theimportant Stuff,” | agreed. "1 know about the tri-part combinant virus, about whet it'sreally
engineered to do. And | know that you can't win: even the dead are rising up to stop you. Even now your
mercenaries are being routed, your plague trucks burned, your labs destroyed. Maybe | can't stop you
from getting away but | think you will be along time plotting to get another foothold in thisworld.”

" waswrong, Csgjthe." She amiled, the triangular points of her teeth seeming to elongate in the eerie
violet light. "Y ou areredly not so clever, after dl." Her right hand came out from behind her back. It held
asyringe.

| took a step back.

"Now | am become Degth, the Destroyer of Worlds," she said.

"Yeah?' | couldn't take my eyes off the syringe. | dared not. "Y ou don't strike me asvery Shivarlike,
Thereésagreater resemblanceto Kali. Isthat who you really are? Are the gray men your New World
cult of thugees?"

"Asyou sad, | have many names. Y ou would need to speak them all to banish me back into my
cave"

"Cave" | said. "That would match up with the legends of Lilith." So now what? Should | say "Lilith
begone'?| sadit.

Shelaughed. "As| sad, | have many names. Y ou, however, have only one. Csgthe stand till." The
hand holding the syringe came up.

| took asecond small step back: so much for her own powers of invocation. "L et me guess. All that
research, al that work. The virus samplesintercepted. Destroyed. Y our troopsin disarray. Theplanis



finished." | cocked an eyebrow. "Unless. . ."
She nodded. "Unless. . ."
"You infect at least one person before you leave thisnight,” | concluded. "Better to have multiple

infection Sites, varying ways of introducing the virus to dense population centers. But one person could
il be enough to sart thevird chain reaction.”

She nodded again. "'l would prefer the surety of my former plan but | will work with what you've left
me"

| took another step back. "Which isme. Y ou want meto be your Typhoid Harry."

"I would infect mysalf but thisbody isaready dead. It cannot host the virusand sustainit.” The
syringe came up, the machete stayed down. "Theinfection isrdlatively mild. It doesn't hurt, redly.” She
nudged the plunger and adrop swelled at the tip of the needle. "Just alittle prick.”

"lan'tit dways" | retorted. "Even when it comesto bringing the world to an end.”

"If it isn't you, Cs§the, then it will be one of your friends who discovers your bloody remains.” The
machete came back up.

"Oh, now that's not so bad. | was afraid you were going to talk me to death.”

Anger and madness flashed in her eyes and the machete flashed up over her head, where she hed it
aoft for along moment. Then, she smiled. "Company's coming. What does agirl haveto do to bedone

with you?' She gestured. Spoke aword that sounded ancient, felt substantial. The air behind her began
to shimmer.

"Did you ever gop to think that if | am the woman foretold in the Bible, it would be your Chrigtian
duty to help mefulfill the prophecy and hasten God's Day of Judgment?' She took a step toward me.

"Did you ever gop to think," | countered, taking another step back, "that the Council of Trent elected
to retain the Book of Revelation by just one vote back in the sixteenth century?" | watched the striated
patterns of the biceps and triceps quivering under her chocolate skin.

Coming ... | st mysdf.

Shelooked alittle confused. ™Y our point?'

Coming. ..

"It wasn't my votel" | said, jumping back as the machete flashed down into the space | had just
occupied.

"Abeko!" cried afamiliar voice as| sumbled back further, driven before the figure-eight patterns of

thewhirring blade. | couldn't look away lest | be pureed but Bois-Chéche, or whatever the hell her red
name was, seemed to stagger abit.

"Abito!" thevoice cadled harshly, and: "Abro, Abyzu, Ailo!"

"Don't look now," | gasped, bardly avoiding the machete for the seventeenth time, "but | think your
pager isgoing off."

"Alul Amizl Amizo! Amizul”

"I have power enough,” she grunted back, "to destroy you dl!"

"Ardad Lili! Avitu! Batnal"

| ducked the blade once more. Y eah? Well apparently only enough to do usone at atime. And only
while you're wired up to your ever-Gédé power source. So, tell methe truth before | pull your plug: are
youAC or DC?'

"Bituah!" cried the voicethat | finaly recognized as belonging to the angel | had once called Mikey.
"Bilo! Gdlu!"

| sneaked a glance past her shoulder and caught a glimpse of the granite-faced creature on the far
dde of the perigtil. He was leaning forward, his hands spread wide and pressing against the shimmering



air. Hisgreat white wings fanned out behind him, straining with effort while the great sword quivered,
point-first in the ground like amartyr's cross. "Gedoul!" he shouted, "Gilou!™

My digtraction from the closer blade had immediate and painful consequences. the tip of the machete
diced acrossmy forearmin afiery line.

"Ik, 'lls, Ital" cried theangdl.
"You can say that again,” | muttered.
"Die, damn you!" the Whore of Babylon shrieked.

It suddenly cameto me, what had been missing from my life for so long, now. "Pleasant
conversation,” | murmured, barely avoiding the blade again.

"lzorpo...Kdee...Kdi..!

| sstumbled back against the dtar table and flung out my injured arm to keep my baance. Therewasa
Szzling sound behind me. | didn't fall because | had run out of room to fall back in. Or to. Or something.
| dodged |eft.

"Kakash...Kea..."
She swung to her right. This put mein linewith the blade.

My whole |eft sde went numb as the great knife cracked a couple of ribs and then bit down into the
flesh between. | tried to grab the blade and got the point through my left pam for my clumsy efforts.

"What?' shetaunted, as| spun in the opposite direction, trying to roll avay and staunch the twin
gushes of blood. "No witty repartee?’

"Damnyou!" | gasped, haf distracted by szzling soundsthat were increasing al around me. "Now
I'm gonna need atetanus shot!"

"Kema...Kokos...Lamassu. . ."

There was amuted popping sound. And then another. And | staggered as awave of dizziness
washed over me.

"Odom! Partasah! Partashah!"

My vision began to haze—first red and then purpleand | knew | had just run out of time. | threw my
arm about in alast-ditch effort to delay afatd thrust.

"Petrotal"

M ore popping sounds.

"Petrotal"

Sounds of bresking glass.

"Nooo!" the creature cdled by al of these names, and more, moaned.

"Podo!"

My blurred eyesight suddenly resolved into sharp focus and | grabbed the blade with my right hand.

It felt like holding aflattened, red-hot poker but | did not et go.

"Raphi!"

Strength returned to my arm, my body. My head began to clear.

"Strinah!”

| stole aglance over my shoulder and saw shattered glass vials scattered across the table,
crisscrossed by spattered patterns of blood.

"Tdto!"

| tossed my left hand back and watched as athin spray of crimson spackled two shelves of zombi
adrasontheleft wall. The glasstrembled, popped, and shattered. A haze of red lights misted toward us.



"Thiltho!"
"No! No! No!" Babylon's Bint shrilled.
"Zahid!"

| jerked the machete from her grasp, dicing my hand to thebone as| did. Hurling it aside, | spun to
my right, smearing my bloody palms across the remaining bottles on the right and rear racks. | barely had
timeto duck asthree-dozen vias exploded, freeing purple pinpoints of light.

"Zefonith!" Michael shouted triumphantly. | looked back in timeto watch asthe angel pushed through
theinvisible barrier that had held him at bay. He pulled the sword from the dark ground and brought its
fiery blade up to an attack position as he rushed toward us.

Chalice Delacroix’'s body rose into the air as sheflailed her arms and kicked her legs. Judging from
her body language and the red and purplefirefly lightsthat swarmed and swirled about her form, the
levitation act wasn't her doing. She opened her mouth and started to scream. Twin streamers of crimson
and violet flashed down her throat and muffled her cries. Her staring, bulging eyes began to glow an
unearthly green and greet tears, yellow and thick like oily piss, ran down her cheeks and dribbled from
her chin. The eerie emerdd light spread to the whites of her eyebdlsand grew inintensity. Therewasa
find POP! asif alarge zombi astral bottle had shattered and the lightsin her eyes flashed and went dark.
Her head lolled to the Side, her body went limp. Chalice Delacroix fell to the ground as Michael ran up,
his sword raised for akilling stroke. The mist of red and purple fireflies spun in agalactic farandole and
dispersed, scattering across the hounfort and peristil, and zipping out through the corridor in the direction
of thedairs.

"Wait!" | yelled, throwing my arm across her body to shield her from the angdl's sword. Michad's
reflexes spared me theirony of surviving ademon's machete attack only to lose my arm to an angel's
sword.

"She'sdead,” heintoned. Picture Lurch doing voice-oversfor Dr. McCoy in Sar Trek—The
Original Series, of course.

"Then what'syour hurry?'

"The demon Lilith will have left ashadow of corruption upon her soul. Better she should perish here
and her soul be remanded to heaven than have it dowly succumb to the spiritual cancer that will surely
follow."

"Are we taking Predestination? Or just rolling the dice based on House odds?' | knelt and did one
arm beneath her back, the other under her legs. "Because I'm heavily invested in the Free Will portfolio
and that meansit's not my place to make that sort of decision for another person.” | glanced up at the
sword that remained poised above the two of us. "Somehow | don't think it's your place, either.” |
shouldn't have had the strength to lift her but the Loa had imparted some preternatural strength and
energy reserves as they passed through meto attack Lilith Bois-Cheche. The sword came down dowly
as| staggered to my feet. | had no sooner regained my balance than | nearly lost it again as the ground
erupted nearby and Baron Samedi ascended from the bowels of the earth.

The dark man intop hat and tails (sansred threads) eyed the angd and the flickering play of flames
aong the great sivery blade that he held a hisside. "Damn, Hefel" he said, "you're abit out of your
element, aren't you? Thishereis my hometurf."

"Our ground,” corrected the corpse of Captain Worthington as he climbed out of the hole that the
baron had created upon his entrance. "Muh men and Ah have stood post here for more than one hundred
and fifty years. Tonight we have met the enemy in combat and retaken this ground.”

"Very good, Captain." Mama Samm came huffing and puffing acrossthe dirt floor from thefar end of
the perigtil. He saluted her and she returned the salute without the dightest hesitation. "I bring word from
SAly Crow.”

The Confederate corpse stiffened—there was a joke there somewhere but | wastoo tired to figure it



out just now—and the dark ground all around the hounfort and peristil erupted as dozens of Civil War
soldiers ascended from the earth. " Attention!" barked the remains of their commanding officer.

"At ease," the old fortune-teller said gently. "The juju woman who cursed you has lifted her judgment.
She says, your wrongs are forgiven you and that your faithfulness and valor have secured your rewards.
Y ou may go home, now. Go hometo your homes and families."

Soldiers unknown and unknowable removed their tattered caps. Degth grins softened to smiles.
Some trembled, others bowed their scabrous heads as she continued. "Go home. Linger there awhileto
remember the people and places that you fought and shed blood for. And when you are ready for the
true honors and gloriesthat you have won," she raised her massive arms, "kiss your
great-great-grandbabies in their deep, leave a scattering of ashes to bless the ground, and report to the
Onewho commandsall those who fight for causesjust and right.”

A wind sprang up as the dead men turned and began their leave-taking. It blew through the corridor
as arms were clasped, moaned across the dancing ground as comrades embraced for the last time, and
swirled about each soldier, causing ragged garmentsto flap, bonesto click and clack, desiccated flesh to
crumble. In moments each mummified myrmidon was rendered into columns of ash and grit and powder,
spun into dust devils of decay and dissolution, and lifted on achariot of air that carried the last earthly
remnants of their physica existence up and back out through the corridor—from whence, | assumed,
they would be blown to those places where their progeny lived and loved today.

| wondered briefly which oneswould come home to empty fields or parking lots or shopping mals
and which would find their descendants in gpartment complexes and strange-looking houses far from the
lands they'd known. | had only amoment for the question to form before the ground began to shake
agan.

Now what? No one appeared and the ground continued to tremble. "All right, dready,” | said, "come
onin."

"No oneiscoming,” Baron Samedi said. "This place is beginning to descend.”

"Descend?!

He nodded. "It isaplace of death and now isitstimeto die. Y ou must leave now or perish with it."
He reached out and took one of Chdice'slimp handsin hisown. "Come, child. Awaken and walk with
me"

She dtirred in my arms. Opened her eyes as adegper newly awakened might. "What . . . 7'

"No time for questions, now," the baron said. "Come with me and we will find your place among the
dead."

"The. .. dead?' Shelooked from him up to me. "l don't understand.”

"Canyouwak?' | asked. "Weve got to get out of here." A table-szed chunk of ceiling crashed
down just twenty feet away from us. "Right now," | added.

"She no longer belongsto theland of theliving," the baron argued.

"Doesn't mean she belongsin the rellm of the dead,” | countered. "And | can speak somewhat
knowledgably to that subject.” | turned and found my path blocked by the big angdl. Beyond him | could
see Deirdre, Father Pat, and The Kid coming out of the corridor. "Am | gonna have to go around you or
through you, Mikey?'

He reached out and plucked Chalice from my arms, handing me his sword in her place. "'l can carry
her to safety thisday,” he said softly. "1 cannot speak to her future.”

"Can we help?' Deirdre called aswe turned and began to movein their direction.

"Yeah," | saidloosening up into an ungainly run, "don't block the exitd"

"Hey," | heard JD. say off to the Sde, "lookit what | found!"

Therewas no timeto pay him any mind, weweredl running back for the corridor and the stairs



beyond as the poteau mitan snagpped with aloud bang and the ceiling fractured like thin ice. Concrete
begantofdl inearnest and | quickly found mysalf dropping back into last place. Everyone else was
ahead of me and the baron had apparently exited the same way he had entered.

Just asthe angd ducked through the doorway to the corridor about five tons of cement came
crashing down to cut off my escape route. | had two choiceseft. Find the baron's tunne—if that was
how he actually traveled benegth the earth—or trand ocate on the run.

Aside from my fundamental doubts about Loalocomotion, | tend to be abit claustrophobic. "Death
isbut the doorway," | murmured, dodging hundred-pound cement hailstones, "to new life..." The
aftertaste of Loa power hummed in my veinsand | could fed the transdimensiond shift begin with a
clarity that | had never felt in previous attempts. "We live today," | shouted, "we shall live again!" There
was agrowing thunder rumbling toward me from behind: the subbasement was turning into aconcrete
waffleiron and the lid was about to close! "In many forms" | cried, putting on aburst of speed, "shal we
return!" | legpt into the void between the atoms of the cement rubble that was avalanching my way.

It felt like running into astonewall.

Thecelling cavedin.

Chapter Twenty-seven

The next thing | knew | was standing in the parking lot with a bashed and bloody nose. | turned and
watched as the main building trembled and tottered, cracks dashing through its sandstone fagade as
though some grest, invisible beast was mauling it with fearsome claws. All around, like foundering
lifeboats, the outbuildings collgpsed and sank into the churning ground.

Cracks became fissures as the roof caved in and the windows blew out. The north side sank fir,
tilting the broken building likethe H.M.S. Titanic, poised for its watery descent. All about the ground
heaved and bucked, throwing up muddy clods like aboiling beef stew. Grassy turf rolled like bregkers
againgt the asphalt beach of the shattered parking lot.

Don't wait on me! | thought furioudy, Get out! GET OUT!

"| don't think they are going to makeit."

| looked over at Baron Samedi, who seemed to have popped up out of nowhere.
"Canyou help them?' | asked.

He pulled acigar out of hisjacket pocket and bit off the end. "Why should |7

Why should he? After | had freed the Ogou and his Gédé clans from their imprisonment by the
demon Lilith? 1 opened and closed my mouth a couple of times. Then | snatched the top hat off of his
head and settled it down at arakish angle atop my own cranium. "Go on back to Haiti, Hefe; thereésa
new baron in town."

He stared at me suspicioudy. "I thought you wanted out.”

| shrugged. "Gonnaneed some new friendsif my old ones get killed tonight.”



He stomped hisfoot angrily and descended back down into agap in the buckled asphalt.

The main building had sunk to where the second floor on the south side and the third on the north
were now disappearing into the churning soil. Asto what had undermined the foundations of the
complex, | could only guess. Wasit the biotoxic witch's brew of chemicalsthat had lesked or been
dumped during the past severa years, the movement of the restless dead beneath the earth this past
century and ahdf, the emergence of the "dragon,” or maybe even the juxtaposition of powerful magicks
and opposing elementd forces?

Perhapsadl of it and more. | would have wished it Godspeed on itstrgectory to Hell but my friends
were gill insgde. And destined to remain, it seemed: the second level of the foyer was now buried benegath
the churning mud. | began to weigh my chances of trand ocating back in when a bubble appeared.

It swelled into adark brown membrane above the roiling grass and quickly expanded into alarge,
opague dome. It grew until it could garage a school bus and then quivered as a hand stretched through its
dirt-flecked skin. The hand was daubed with white paint, the skeletal markings of the Baron Samedi. The
fingers closed to afigt, then suddenly opened again.

The bubble burst and the Loa of the Dead emerged from its soft crater, leading a chain of bedimed
escapees, holding hands like an overly affectionate chain gang.

Behind them the rest of the main building sank into the morass and murk with agaseous, bubbly
sound.

Theflush of the House of Usher.

As| stood at the edge of the pit and watched my friends struggle out of the muck and mud, | folded
my arms across my chest and said, "Gee, guys, what kept you?"

Grins opened in the masks of mud and caked dust but | quickly learned that it was more than smple
relief a seeing medive. "I'm thinkin' the more pertinent question, Big Daddy," J.D. shot back, "is how
comeyou're not wearin' any threads?'

"Terrorigts?' Detective Ruiz repested for the fifteenth time.

Pagel ovitch nodded, his eyes holding hersin atight, hypnotic gaze. "That'sright, Lieutenant. BioWeb
was working on a supersecret government weapon and Mr. Haim here was deputized to help us ferret
out some suspected saboteurs. . . ."

| Sghed, closed my eyes, and leaned back against the rear doors of the ambulance while a paramedic
finished bandaging my ribs.

"Nicedigmata."

| opened my eyes and considered the spots of blood on my bandaged hands and the red stripe
blotting through the pad taped to my side. "Weadll," | said carefully to Detective Murray, "have our cross
to bear." His Mona Lisa smile was playing peek-a-boo through his goatish beard. " Shouldn't you be
paying attention to the debriefing?"’ | asked. Pagelovitch was apparently going to haveto sl hisstory a
second time.

"Naw," he said, tilting up the brim of his porkpie hat just enough to reved apair of smdl hornsat the
edge of hishairline. "There are eight million storiesin the Naked City; yoursisjust one of them.” He
chuckled and turned away.

"Naked city, indeed," Deirdre remarked, pulling at the thin sheet | had tied about my waist. The
paramedic picked up his case and went in search of other injured parties. "Lookslike| get to drive you
home," she added with amischievous waggle of her eyebrows.

"Haveyou seenmy car?' | asked sourly.

She looked over at the colander bodywork on my Merc and said "oh" in alittle voice.

"Besides, even though I've talked my way out of going to the hospital,” | added, "I'm not so sure
Pagelovitch hastalked Ruiz out of packing me off to the pokey yet."



"Y ou see, Professor Haim was supposed to be the bait to draw them out into the open,” Pagelovitch
was explaining as he stood next to my bullet-riddled Mercury. " That's why they attacked his house."

Ruiz didn't stop staring into the Seattle Doman's hypnotic eyesbut said: "I don't get the bit about
Kandi Fenaoli's corpse.”

"Er, it'sclassfied," he answered, fighting asmile. "I'd tell you but then I'd have to kill you. . . ."

Deirdre shook her head. "Then maybe | shouldn't hand you this, quite yet." She hefted the zippered
handgun pouch holding my slver-loaded Glock.

"You may aswell keep it for al the good it'sdoneme." | stared &t the remains of my car. "What a
mess. My houseis riddled with bullets, the ngpalm in my front yard has probably made it impossibleto
grow anything but kudzu and crabgrassfor the next decade, the dean will probably schedule my
termination meeting on the seventh floor of the library just so he can throw me off the balcony, and now
therés somekind of paramilitary militiagroup out therethat | can officidly add to my enemieslist.
TGIFE"

Deirdre had unzipped the gun pouch and was checking the Glock's magazine. "T.G.I.F.?"
"Thank God it's Friday."

"Um, not to be anitpicker but, actudly, it's Saturday.” She rammed the clip back inthe grip. "Just a
little better than an hour before dawn.”

"I guesswed better head back to the house.”

"Weve got extrabeds at the hotel," Pagelovitch said, turning away from Ruiz and walking toward us.
"It will be more convenient—especialy since we will be starting back to Sesttle at sundown. We all will."

| gritted my teeth and struggled to my feet. "The answer istill no."
"Wadl, you can't say here. Y ou would be rogue and everybody now knowswhereyou live."

Deirdre had started to tuck the Glock into her handbag but she hesitated now, waiting to see how
this was going to work out.

Kurt came around the far Sde of the ambulance, saying: "Heisn't rogue, heisDoman."

Page ovitch pounded hisfist againgt the side of the ambulance. He couldn't be that exasperated; it
only dented alittle. "The other Domanswon't permit anew enclave! Weve dready discussed thigl”

"Not anew enclave," Kurt clarified, "Christopher Cs§theis now the Doman of the New Y ork
demesne.”

"What?' The Sesattle Doman was taken aback. "Him?Y ou must be joking!"
>Believeit, Sefan.<

"Vladimir Drakul ?'

We all looked around but Dracula was nowhere to be seen.

>Yes, | amstill here.<

"If you think to return now that the countessis dead—" my majordomo began.
>Nay, Kurt; | am an observer, now. | have no taste for intrigues these days.<
"Couldafooled me" | muttered.

"This—this pup—will not last amonth in New Y ork," Pagelovitch protested.

Ruiz was taking in the audible portion of the debate with open-mouthed curiosty. "Comeon,
Dorcas," Murray took her by the hand and tugged her back in the direction of their unmarked car. "L et
the Feds sort out who's got jurisdiction over Mr. Haim."

"I keep forgetting,” she said, sumbling dong in adaze, "which oneisFBI and whichisCIA."

The Prince of Walachiachuckled inside our heads. >This one is much more dangerous than you
suppose, my friend. Twice now he has destroyed timel ess foes that not even | could withstand in my
prime. | think New Y ork might well fear his coming. Fare well, Cs&the, the Dragon's blood burns



brightly inyour veins<

And then, just like that, his presence evaporated from our collective consciousness.

"Did you hear that?' Pagelovitch finaly asked with adisconcerting grin. "Draculacaled me his
friend!"

* * %

The sky was noticeably—wadll, not lighter but definitely less dark. Leave-takings were ahurried
affair. Father Pat and "Brother" Michadl would take Chalice Delacroix back to their encampment, now
hidden even deeper in the swamps. There she could rest and heal and questions asto her future might be
asked and eventually answered in a safe and nurturing environment. | tried to shake hands with the dead
cleric but he dipped between my bandaged hands and embraced me. Breaking the hug with a hearty
backd ap he whispered that he would be in touch.

Neither option was feasible with the angdl as his hands were filled supporting Chalice Delacroix's
limp form. She was conscious, however, and asked meto lean in close.

"Thank you for my life," shewhispered, kissng my cheek. "Y our blood has saved me."

| shook my head. "Jesus saves, | only invest." | smiled. "l just bought you sometime. Just asyou did
forme”

And, intheend, isn't that dl we can redly do for each other?

TheKid cameroaring up in 21932 Ford Cabriolet that made my '50 Merc look state of the art. Its
Gibson body was high-gloss midnight purple with red-and-orange flames ghost painted as emerging from
the hood's vented side-panels. It had straight pipes, a dropped front axle, Just Hobby rails, and the
chopped roof had been stowed. The license plate read: NOS4 AH2. He reached back and popped
open the rumble sesat and then turned and leaned over the driver'ssill. "If you need aride, better jump
ingde! Thiscraterates, but it's gettin’ latel™

| glanced back at my Swiss-cheesed junker and sighed. "Guessit's not too likely we'll get acab out
here a thishour." AsDeirdre and | started for the car, Kurt gave ingtructions to his brethren and hurried
tojoinus.

"Wewill make our traveling arrangements after sunset,” he told me as The Kid opened the
passenger-side door for me.

"Whoops," he said as| started to climb in beside him, "gotta make some room."

"Uh, Kurt," | said as The Kid picked up abowling bal-sized object from the front seat, "about the
New York gig. . . thisbearsalittle morediscussion.. . ."

Thevampiresfacefdl. "If youwill not rule over us, then who will ?*

| postponed that question as| sat beside The Kid and he plopped Theresa's severed head in my |ap.

"Seewhat | found down therein the dungeon,” he announced, proud of hisdiscovery. "Turn it from
sdeto sde: it lookslike her eyesfollow you no matter which way you moveit!"

With asinking feding, | redized that it wastrue. Theresa's eyes moved in her head, her eyelids
blinked. Her mouth opened and closed.

"l seen Stuff like that: autonomic reflexes and stuff," J.D. elaborated as Kurt and Deirdre climbed into
the rumble seat behind us. "Kindalike those chickensthat run around after their heads get chopped off."

"l don't think s0," | said dowly as he popped the clutch and started maneuvering the Ford around the
buckled stdagmites of agphdt. "1 think she'sill dive”

"What!" We screeched to ahat and Kurt's and Deirdre's heads bracketed mine as they |eaned over
my shoulders. J.D. took the head out of my grasp and held it up for abetter look. "If she'sdive, how
come shedon't say nothin'?"

A numbed and disembodied portion of mysdlf took up the intellectua andyss. "She hasno lungsto
move air through her vocal cords."



"But, if shedon't got lungs—and | mean the breathin' kind, you understand—then how can she lill
be dive?' Helooked up and found avampire, a semi-vampire, and aformer vampire dl staring back at
him."Oh."

Kurt cleared histhroat. " Perhaps a better question ishow much diveis she?'

| looked back at him. "What do you mean?'

"How much awareness remains? Does she retain actua consciousness? Does she il enjoy higher
brain functions?'

"Somehow," Deirdre murmured, "I don't think 'enjoy’ isan applicable term, here.”
"And you would do well to remember that,” | told her, "consdering your own circumstances.”
"What do you mean?"'

The Kid raised the head in one hand and touched his own brow with the other. "Alas, poor Y orrick!
| knew her well!™

| plucked Theresal's head from hisgrasp. "Thisisn't funny.”
"What do you mean 'my own circumstances?' Deirdreinssted.
"Well talk about it later,” | told her. "Our main concern right now iswhat do we do with her."

"I want to talk about it now," the redhead persisted. "Y ou gave both of us some of your blood. I'm
no longer avampire. She'snolonger . .. well . . . connected.”

"Well connected,” J.D. chortled, "I like that."

"I'mdiveand soisshe," Deirdre continued, "though neither of us should be."

"See, now 'aive isone of those subjectiveterms—" | began.

"Areyou tdling methat if | get al chopped up that | won't die either?”

"Well," | shrugged, "that thought had just crossed my mind.”

"Cooo0l," opined Mr. Jump 'n Jive Jittersauce.

"Not so cool," answered Kurt. "Imagine being trapped in afire, falling under the whedls of asubway,
being crushed in abuilding collapse, blown up by aterrorist bombing—"

"I've got the picture,”" Deirdre said sourly. "Isit true? Could the same thing happen to me? Can | die?
And, if | can't, isany damageto my body permanent?'

J.D. sobered as he appeared to consider existence without the regenerative powers that avampire
enjoys.

"The problemis" | said, "I don't know how we'd go about finding out without . . . without . . ."

Deirdre nodded.

"The sky isturning gray,” Kurt observed. "This matter should be debated e sawhere.”

The Kid nodded and started the car back toward the road.

"I think I may turn this matter over to Pagelovitch before he leaves,” | said aswe drove past the
abandoned guard station. "There are labs and medical facilities back at the Seettle demesne and | trust
Dr. Mooncloud."

"Therearelabsand medicd facilitiesin New York," Kurt offered.

| Sghed. "I guesstheres no putting this off.” | turned to J.D. who waswhigtling "1 Ain't Got Nobody"
and said: "Cut that out.” Then | turned back to my magjordomo and said: "Heréswhat | wanttodo. . ."

* % %

We made it back to what was|eft of my housein good time. The Kid hadn't replaced the Lincoln
V-8 or the Lincoln Zephyr transmission but he had kept the origind partsin pristine condition and
replaced other eements with an eye toward integration and performance. Theinterior wastricked out
with VDO classic gauges, including clock and tach, and we rolled through the predawn gray on
Hildebrand Sprint wheds—Michelins, big and little with the narrow whites out.



"I wasthinkin' about chopping the hood,” he was telling me as we wove up the tree-canopied drive,
"and adding aB and M blower—"

| touched his shoulder and pointed at alighted window on the second floor. " Someone's up there" A
shadow ghosted aong the section of celling that was visble from the car.

The Kid killed the lights and engine and set the brake as we coasted to astop. "Give memy gun,” |
said as Deirdre and Kurt scrambled out of the folding backsest.

She just looked at my bandaged hands and snorted.

"Doggoneit!" | muttered, easing the passenger door shut behind me. "I don't know why | ever
bought the damn thing in the first place!™

There was a quiet argument going on when | reached the front porch.

"l am hisadjutant,” Kurt waswhispering, "1 should go in first!"

"But you haven't been invited, so you can't cross the threshold,” Deirdre argued.

"But | am more powerful and less vulnerable than you! Invitemein and let me handle thid"

"Guys, guys" | said, pushing between them, "it'smy house, I'll goinfirst. You're both invited into
follow behind and provide backup.”

"But—" the redhead began.

"Funny thing," | said to her, easing the scorched and broken door aside, "I don't remember inviting
you into begin with."

| expected to find the downgtairs littered with the remains of desiccated body parts but the primary
evidences of the Birkmeister's assault on my digs had been cleaned up. The bullet holesremained in the
walls and the windows were still broken but al signs of my dead visitors had been cleared away aong
with the shattered furniture and busted lamps. The carpeting had been rolled up againgt the far wall and
the floor beneath appeared to have been recently mopped. A serious attempt had been made to remove
any evidence of the previous conflict.

Deirdre rechecked the Glock and headed for the stairs.
"Get back herel" | stage whispered.

"Who'stherel" caled aharsh, guttura voice from the top of the stairway. We looked at each other
but no one answered. Now the sound of growling drifted down the stairsto our ears.

| suddenly knew and was afraid. | wasin no way ready for this—had no conceivable defense and
now al of uswerein danger: it would have been far better for me to come here aone,

An inhuman shadow appeared on thewall of the stairway as she began to descend the steps.
"Run!" | whigpered to the others. "Hide!"

A long muzzle came into view, filled with sharp teeth. Canine lips were drawn back inasnarl. A
hairy, clawed hand gripped the banister.

"Get out," | urged, "before she seesyou!"”
Too late: she had reached the landing and had as clear aview of usaswe did of her.

J.D. came scurrying through the doorway and into the living room just then. He skidded to a stop and
took in the wolfish head, the clawed hands and feet, and the thick pelt of fur that covered her from head
to taloned toes, including the single, human pair of mammary glands.

"Whoa," hesaid. "Dog lookslike alady!"

The creature turned and growled directly at me.

"Hi, Honey," | said, trying to conced my dismay, "sorry about the mess.”

* * *

The kitchen was rdatively undamaged and | busied mysdf preparing arepast for my company while
Lupé went back upstairs to change—out of werewolf mode and into fresh clothing, that is. Lycanthropy



ishell on your wardrobe when you transform without undressing first. Tomorrow would likely bring
another shopping spree.

Drinkswere easy: Lupé had been back for a couple of days and the fridge and cupboards had been
restocked. | poured vintage blood bank for Kurt and J.D., V-8 juice for Deirdre, then put the kettle on
to brew green teafor Lupé and myself. Surprisingly, | didn't need any hemoglobin: the extra propertiesin
Chdice Ddlacroix's charged bloodstream—whatever they were—seemed to have more than made up
for what the machete had cost me.

Lupé was back downgtairs before the water started to boil.

I ntroductions commenced. Explanations ensued. L upé seemed especidly interested in Deirdre's
appearance and part in al of this. They had known each other back in Sesattle but my S.O. was
particularly interested in why the redhead was here instead of back at the hotel with Pagelovitch. No
parts of the past week's narrative were fabricated but, for brevity—among other things—alot of details
were edited out.

"So, let me get thisstraight," L upé said when we had finished detailing our various portions of the
gtory. "Certain e ements—possibly within our own government—have been devel oping a bioweapon that
they hopeto use againgt their own population to reduce the federd deficit . . ."

"Could beinsde, could be outside paramilitary self-styled patriots,” | interjected.

"...and theleader of the New Y ork demesne, who everyone thinksis the Countess Elizabeth
Bathory . .."

"But isnt," | added unnecessarily.

" ...gesinvolved by offering the unique, transmutagenic e ements of vampire DNA to assst in
reverse engineering the architecture of acombinant, mutative, super-virus. . ."

"All thewhile building in adoomsday trigger and cresting adecoy virusto cover her tracks,"” |
elaborated.

" ... because she'sreally an ancient demoness with ayen for The End, foretold in the Book of
Revedion. . ."

"And not Marinette Bois-Cheche, who she pretended to be while endaving the other Loato use as
supernatural power sources for her sorceries,” | added.

" ...andinthe process of unraveling her secrets, defesting her evil schemes, and freeing the Loa
from her sorcerous imprisonment, you've put our addressinto the database of every vampire enclavein
the world, the government, the so-called gray men, and made us a stopping point on the grateful dead's
map of the homes of thedtars. . ."

"Wedl—" | sad.
" ...you'vetasted vampireblood. . ."
"Vampire blood?" J.D. wanted to know.

"Deirdre's. | can smell her coming out of hispores,” she explained. "And she'stasted his. He'sleaking
out of her quite strongly."

"Um—" | had forgotten about the acute sengtivity of awerewolf's nose.

"Hewasdying," Deirdretried to explain. "And some of that blood was second-generation vampire
blood—"

"Not to mention the scent of human blood—fresh from the vein and not refrigerated in plastic—as
well as something more. Chris?'

"Demoninfected,” | answered. "I thought it was Loa-laced at thetime.”

JD. looked at me with renewed respect. "Cs§the, you dog!" His eyes shifted to Lupéslessthan
admiring expression. " Sorry, maam.”

"I come home to find the house in ashambles. It was probably alot worse than what | found, but |



arrived to find a cleanup crew of corpses washing down walls, mopping floors, and hauling away trash
bagsfilled with what, | don't even want to guess!”

"Wemight aswel move anyway," | said dgectedly. "I think | lost my job."

"Move? How are we going to sall the housein this condition?" She got up and walked over to the
answering machine by the telephone. "At least | have alittle good newsto give you in exchange for the
devastation and chaos you provided for my homecoming.”

She pressed the playback button and the dean's voice crackled from the tiny spesker. "Sam .. ." |
didn't hear the next few words, | wastrying to figure out whom he wastaking about. Then |
remembered: To the university and most of the rest of the world | retained the carefully forged identity of
Samuel Haim. " . . . must confess | was not amused when | was told what you were doing. Using
theatrical makeup and costuming to transform yourself into a corpse while lecturing on Themes on Degth
in American Lit—well, at best it seemed like pandering and, at wors—well, as| said, | was not amused.
But the registrar has reported a three hundred percent preenrollment increase for your class next
semester and | dropped by the other night to see for mysdlf. And | must admit that | was impressed.
Even from the halway | could tell that the sSudents were dert and paying close attention. The discussion
was spirited and ingghtful. I'm not keen on gimmicks but the content was scholarly and comprehensive
while engaging the entire class. | think | can soothe any ruffled festhersfrom the rest of the faculty if youll
commit to two or three compromises. First, think about toning down the makeup. Y ou weren't just
unrecognizable, you were positively ghastly. And lose the rotted-meat smell. | think the visud stimulusis
quite sufficient without layering on any olfactory redlism. And, findly, no more referencesto the
preponderance of ‘dead white maes in our curriculum.” The recording beeped and started on amessage
from atdemarketer sdlling duminum siding. Lupé hit the delete button. "No point in keegping this one:
auminumisnt bulletproof.”

| stood up as the teakettle began to whistle from the kitchen. "Baby, I'm.. . . sorry.”

"Sorry? Sorry?" Even in her human skin | could see thelittle hairs standing up on her asams and the
nape of her neck. "I come home and have the hell scared out of me, thinking you're dead, and dl you can
doissay you're sorry!" She grabbed the front of my shirt and jerked me off my feet pulling me against
her. "l didn't want to go on living! | couldn't—" Her eyes were brimming with tears as she crushed her
lipsagaingt mine and kissed me passionately.

* * %

Kurt and J.D. wound up sharing what was | eft of the foldout couch in the den.
Deirdre refused the guestroom, insisting on keeping watch downstairs while we dept.

The sheets and pillowcases had been changed on our bed and if Lupé's nose had detected anything
of asuspicious nature, she had yet to mentioniit.

It was nearly eight am. when | closed the bedroom door and thumbed the lock for theillusion of
privacy. | turned and looked at my werewolf lover who had just emerged from the bathroom, brushing
her long brown-black hair. The powder blue nightgown that she wore softened the athletic lines of her
dender torso while the baby oil she had rubbed on her arms and chest made her skin glow like polished
cherry wood. She waswhat | affectionately call abig-nosed girl, the features of her face carved more for
piquant sensudity than delicate beauty.

As she saw me she smiled and her features were transformed from comely to dazzling. " Christopher,”
shewhispered, "how I've missed you!"

"How?" | echoed. "How have you missed me?"

Her lips curled into something truly extraordinary. "L et me show you.” The nightgown was up and
over her head in the blink of an eye. She was on the bed before it hit the floor. Although she probably
crooked her finger dmost immediately, it was dl of another minute before | noticed that particular detail.

A couple of minutes more and the very best detail wasreveded: dl wasforgiven.

* % %



"Chris?'

"Mmm?' While my preternatural biology did not require me to deep during the day, the last few days
and nights (not to mention the previous forty-five minutes) had taken their tall: | could hardly keep my
eyes open.

"Explain the part aout how you are now the Doman of the East Coast undead.”

"Mmm. Y ou want the how? Or the why?'

"Thewhy, | guess. Assassination isthe politica advancement method of choicein most enclaves and
New Y ork makes Machiavelli look like Mary Tyler Moore."

"That'swhy I'm not relocating to the Big Apple." Her expression madeit clear that that was not going
tocutit. "Look," | said, "if | don't take the position, whoever does is going to come after me anyway.
And the ensuing battle over that vacancy will guarantee the rule of the biggest, baddest neck-biter
around. WhileI'min charge, | can try to indtitute some changes that might save human lives and protect
my own backside, aswdll."

"Why don't you just declare the East Coast demesne disbanded?”

| gave up on my dow dideinto dreamland and sat up against the headboard. "Are you kidding? Even
if there was a chance that the mgority would accept such an edict, can you imagine the resulting loss of
lifeif hundreds of vampires went suddenly rogue? No, better abenign Doman, working to change the
system from within, Assuming Kurt can act as my minister-by-proxy.”

"He doesn't seem very happy about it.”

"Would you in hisshoes?' | fluffed my pillow and tucked it behind my back. " Still, without me being
physicaly present, an ambitious assassin has amore difficult road to advancement.”

"Assuming we move."

"l think that'sagiven." | turned to her. "Y ou're taking thisawfully well."

"The house isn't important to me; you are.”

"I figured your nose would be dl out of joint over Deirdre.”

Her eyes searched mine, sifting for . . . something. "Should it be?' She propped herself up on one
elbow and gazed up a me with an expression of careful tenderness. "Y ou are ahero. A Doman, now. In
fact, you are something beyond anyone's knowing at thispoint. Your . . . relationship . . . with Deirdre
was never smple to begin with and now you owe each other your lives. Am | jealous? Of coursel am.
Do | understand?1 think | do. Am | insecure? Sheisvery beautiful. And | can seethat sheis devoted to
you. And if | were not around—"

| touched my finger to her lips. "But you are around. Y ou haven't said yet whether you're back to
day."

She smiled—alittle sadly, | thought. "It'safair question, | suppose. | left because | wasjedousof a
woman who was elther aghogt or afigment of your imagination.”

| opened my mouth but she shushed me. "It didn't matter which at thetime. | wasjedlousand |
couldn't abide what seemed acrucia lack of privacy. | came back when | redlized that sharing you was
better than giving you up completely. And then | find out that the dark sorceries that were unleashed
seem to have banished your ex-wife from our lives and so this whole separation was moot.”

| closed my eyes. Ghogt, spirit, or mental hallucination, | hadn't had the time to properly mourn
Jenny'sfina departure.

"Anyway," Lupé continued, "l fed that aliving, bresthing woman is much easier for meto ded with
than amemory given aghostly presence. Deirdre has no place else to go right now, you need an enforcer
to watch your back, and |, at least, don't have to worry about a certain blithe spirit haunting our
bedroom.”

"So you're back to stay.” It was less of aquestion, now. Father Pat had preached forgiveness but



Lupéssilent sermon this past hour had been far more e oquent.
"Wel .. ." shetugged the sheet down and trested meto arousingvista, " . . . | might need alittle
convincng..."
| reached for her. "Did you say 'little?"
Her response wasinterrupted by the sound of the shower turning on in the bathroom.
Shelooked at me. "Deirdre's downdtairs.”
| looked at her. "I locked the bedroom door."

Steam began to drift from beneath the door to the adjoining bathroom. "Chris?" Jenny's voice echoed
from the tub's shower enclosure, "where's the shampoo?’



