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Jesus was walking beside the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon called Peter and his brother Andrew. They were casting a net into the lake, for they were fishermen. "Come, follow me," Jesus said, "and I will make you fishers of men." At once they left their nets and followed him 

Matthew 4:18 

Perry stood behind the bar, shifting from foot to aching foot. The goth-clad teenagers looked at him with disdainful eyes as they ordered their alco-pops. As well they might. Perry had no claim to beauty with his soft body, deeply lined face and coarse gray hair. No doubt they saw nothing but an old man, older than they could imagine. 

A thin girl stumbled by in her tall brothel-creeper boots and the music started. Nobody was dancing yet, held back by the cordon of their adolescence selfconsciousness. As custom dropped off, Perry watched the crowd fondly. They were little more than children and as such, even their pretensions had some charm. 

To his well-practiced eye, intruders stood out clearly. The two bouncers, Tom and Sharon, were quick to zoom in on the older men that only came to leer—whilst leaving the occasional parent alone. It was good if the odd dad or mum came in to check the place out, so long as they didn't linger. 

Perry's eyes drifted, noting where the black painted walls were beginning to peel, the blue light bulbs had burnt out, or some kid was as drunk as they should be allowed to get. Perry was not particularly proud of his joint, but it was carefully crafted to give the impression it gave. Vlad's had been the mainstay of the younger end of the Goth set in Hamilton for almost five years. 

Sharon wandered over. "There's a girl barfing in the loo already. Should I toss her?" 

Perry frowned. He had long contemplated not serving alcohol at all, but it would probably lose him his customers. "Make sure a friend goes with her, or she gets in a cab." 

"I know the drill boss," she said with a fond smile. 

The regular barman came in late and flustered. Teddy was a good kid who seemed to have a new piercing every day—so that he now resembled a golem built entirely out of discarded jewelry. Still, he was normally on time so Perry didn't hassle him and headed off to the DJ's booth. 

He felt much better with a view down upon the crowd. The kids milled at the edges of the floor, with a few show-offs now beginning to strut their stuff. The beat was mainly eighties tonight; Perry had forgotten it was a theme night. That would explain the preponderance of black tutus and crucifix necklaces. 

He leaned in the open window of the audio-booth. The new DJ ‘Joose’ shouted some unintelligible comment over the confusion of music and chatter. Perry would normally try to work out what he was saying, but suddenly he didn’t have the energy. He merely smiled, waved Joose away and went back to watching the crowd. Black on black, with the white flesh of the under-dressed girls flashed in strange tessellations as they moved onto the dance floor, the more reluctant boys still hung back. 

For a moment, Perry remembered when he saw people like this as dispensable sheep to be fed upon and discarded—a tawdry, homogenous mass of commonplace mortality. That callous perception drew him back like worn and comfortable clothing. He fought to regain the more sympathetic feelings he had cultivated of late. It was an unforeseen consequence of his strategy but Perry was getting rather used to having a softer side. 

He started the club as an earner to tide him over, but came to see how it pulled in those kids that were otherwise such easy prey, to give them somewhere a bit safer to go than the back of the Wal-Mart or some deserted park. There were worse ways to get by, for a while. He didn’t have too many other skills: occult alchemist for hire, fisherman with skills a century out of date? 

There was a whisper of movement in the crowd that was perhaps a bit too sinuous. It might be another real creature of the night. In a vivid flash, he remembered the sensation of skin giving way beneath the sharp tines of his teeth like the skin of a ripe peach—the struggles of a drunken child easily still with the glorious feeling of mastery and the tang of intoxicating blood. Perry shut his eyes. The need for blood never entirely went away, but the sheer predatory desire for it had not welled so strongly within his for many months. He shuddered. 

A touch on his shoulder startled him, but it was only Tom. 

"You're not looking so good there, boss," he shouted at a practiced pitch and volume that carried through the bedlam. "If you want to head out back, I'll keep an eye on things." 

Perry nodded and went back downstairs, doing his best to ignore Tom's worried look. It still wore on him to be treated like an old man after having spent so many centuries looking like a young and vigorous youth. His vanity stoked the dark instincts within, but he took firm hold of them as he pushed through the growing bustle towards the door to the staff area. 

He strode down the dark corridor where there were already queues outside the toilets. At the door at the end, Perry fumbled with the key and went through into the offices. The fluorescent lights flickered on reluctantly showing the large open plan area with his office in one corner. A second key admitted him to the small, ex-storeroom where his desk, chair and bar-fridge sat. He left the light off and the door swung shut behind him. In the darkness he was aware of chills running through his body. 

He opened the fridge that sat beside his desk. The light within limned the room. A few cans of beer sat inside and an open can was set in the shelf inside the door. Even should someone look, they would be unlikely to bother a half-full can—and that was where the vials of blood were secreted. 

It was the true problem with his addiction that cold-turkey would be a death sentence, but Perry had taken to following a very firm rule. Every day at midnight he could have exactly 5ml of beef blood. Any more would awaken the hunger, any less and he would begin to feel wane and ill. It was unfortunate that this equilibrium left him looking so old, but it was better to be old and ugly than staying in thrall to his maker and depending on innocent blood to survive. 

Perry was tempted even though it was not yet nine. He had wondered whether the last lot of blood had been too old or watered down. The way he was feeling now seemed to confirm it. He would get a new stock from the butcher's. His love of homemade black pudding was well known to the staff there, so they would not be surprised. He just had to make it through to tomorrow evening. 

Quickly, Perry slammed the door shut. It was a firm rule for a reason—his own instincts could never be trusted. What he needed was a distraction, something—anything—to get him through to midnight in the hope that even off blood would get him the rest of the way. 

Perry returned to the bar. It would get busy now that the music was on and the crowd was getting active, heating the room up. Perry felt a numb distance between himself and the crowd, and a nagging feeling itching at the back of his head that he had forgotten. 

Ted was pleased to see him; the place was starting to buzz. The chat had gone and the crowd was dancing. Perry hung his jacket over the stool beside the phone. 

He leaned to hear the shouted orders and turn crumpled notes into sugary bottles of liquor, none of it over five percent as a salve to Perry's conscience. Time slid by in an easy rhythm. 

He leaned over to one pale boy with an unusual shock of natural blonde hair. 

"What does the Maitre d’ recommend?" purred the voice with uncanny clarity and suddenly the air seemed scented with jasmine and ozone. 

Perry drew back in surprise and gave the boy a second look. Perry's boredom and fatigue melted away as he took in the pure symmetry of the boy's face. He felt his tired body automatically coil into a wary half-crouch, his nostrils flared searching for the smell of vampire musk. Out of the corner of his eye, Perry saw Teddy glance over with surprise. 

"Nothing that we serve—sir," Perry said in a normal voice, confident that the vampire would hear him all the same. "A discerning palate would be better served elsewhere." 

The amethystine blade was in his jacket; all he needed was a moment alone to turn this hunter back into his native dust. The pearlescent shine of the boy's immaculate skin showed that he drank deep and often. 

The vampire made some reply, but Perry could not hear it, his own ears were dull as any old mortal's these days. If this one was following the usual pattern of things, he had asked where else he might go. The drifters usually did, assuming that ‘honor amongst vamps’ would incline him to assist. 

Perry retrieved his jacket casually and signaled to Teddy that he was off. Teddy looked worried and Sharon was coming over. Perry went around the bar to avoid them and headed for the side entrance. He waved Sharon off but noted that she was still keeping an eye on him as he skirted the dancers and slipped out through the fire door. The vampire followed him, of course. 

Perry waited until they were both outside and then pressed the fire-door closed, that shut everything but the pounding bass in. It was full dark in the alleyway with only a little light from the lamp out on the main street. The concrete gleamed, vacant even of the usual hunched smokers, probably because of the harsh winter chill in the air. The vampire would not feel the cold, nor be hampered by the darkness. Perry felt the thrill of the peril approaching, wondering whether this would be the time the meta-hunter became prey, just a little too slow for once. Yet he paused. 

The vampire smelt wrong. There was no musk, none of the normal signs of a blood-drinker. Perry hated to hesitate; it lost him what little advantages he had—of surprise, or his magical blade. He scowled. He had to be sure. "So, what are you?" he said. "And what do you want?" 

The boy was watching him intently, a light breeze blowing his flyaway hair from his fine, alabaster features. "I am Leon," he said. "And I am interested in you." 

Perry smiled bitterly. "Oh, I'm fascinating, I am," he said, fingering his blade within his jacket pocket. "Why don't you tell me what you're really after?" 

His mind went back to the strange movement he had seen in the crowd earlier—the lithe movement of a vampire. Why on earth had he not followed that up? He would never leave a vampire just wandering the club! 

"Such modesty," the vampire said as he stepped close with noiseless tread. "I find you very interesting. A vampire with such—self control." 

He cupped Perry's cheek in his smooth cool palm and gazed up at him with acid-washed eyes, their color lost in the darkness. Perry felt his disquiet melt away, and a long parched desire rose within him. Bloodlust and simple...lust swirled inside him as he fought for control. Bloodlust? If this was a vampire before him, he should not feel that. 

He pushed Leon away with shaking hands. "Do not tease an old man," he said. 

He felt the strength in Leon's small, lithe body but the pretty boy gave way magnanimously. Perry felt a physical attraction that was too sudden and too intense to be true. 

"I don't know what you are, boy, so I'll give you the benefit of the doubt. I don't want to see you again." 

He turned away and headed back towards the front door rather than fumble with a key while Leon looked on with an amused little sneer of a smile that he seemed to habitually wear. He was pleased for the cover his jacket gave for the disarray of his body. 

* * * * 

The blood tasted as thin as dishwater. The night lurched on. Perry's mind had its foot caught in a painful, pretty little trap. No matter how he tried to distract himself, his mind’s eye was fixed on the fine, sneering features of the blond boy. Well, no, more like a young man even if he was only the mortal age he appeared. Which would be about twenty, up close perhaps, a little more. A little too handsome to be a real man and a little too alive to be a vampire. Perry had some idea that there were more creatures on heaven and earth than even he knew of—and this was certainly not one he could easily identify. 

Nor do I care, he instructed his recalcitrant libido. Not that it seemed to be listening. 

Perry brought up crates of bottles, sorted the recycling and binned the trash. He served bar when it was busy, dodged the dancers and got under his bouncer's feet. 

Sharon was worried; she sent Tom out front and came over to grab a word alone in the alcove behind the bar. She pulled the velvet curtain and turned on the fluorescent bulb. Its tardy, flickering kindling was jarring on Perry's eyes. 

"What's up, boss? Who was that guy?" 

"Friend of the family," Perry said with easy bitterness. "You can consider him barred." 

Lifetimes of practice made the lies roll easily off his tongue. 

"My folks are difficult," he ended with a shrug. Sharon accepted it easily. He was straight with her every single time he could afford to be, and he employed on good terms. It made for understanding staff. 

"...And you don't need to be telling me about it," she said to show that she got the real message. "But maybe you'd be better taking the balance of the night off. I swear the rest of us can carry it two more hours and if you take your cell, we can always call if needs be." 

Perry was glad for the opportunity to be off. The crowd seemed peaceful enough and the night was already starting to wind down. Of course, it also meant he must be looking as bad as he felt. 

"Alright then," he said. "You drop the takings into the night box at the bank. Don't bother with the coin, just get the notes sorted." 

"About time you got a safe," she said, not for the first time. 

Perry tried to raise a smile as he headed for the door. "Call if there's any problem," he said. 

He had to go back to the office to get his phone from the desk drawer. He left through the back door and paused in the car-park. The asphalt was slick and the smell of city rain was in the air. He could delay even further by going back to search for his umbrella or to call for a cab. The cab sounded like a good idea and it was his usual habit, but the thought of his cottage came to him. A clear memory of the cozy wooden house on the riverbank, its door swathed by tamarillo vines. If he cut across the defile, it would only take twenty minutes. 

He set off at a fast pace. The orange glow of the suburbs gave him enough light to see by. The streets were pretty deserted. A clutching of smoking teens whispered on a street corner. Something to the effect of ‘that the bloke who runs the disco.' 

He turned into the walkway behind the pub. Caution was not a natural habit, but as he entered the tree-lined path, he wondered whether it was time he began to realize that most of his speed and strength had gone now. If one of those fool kids got the idea that he carried the money with him, they might follow him down the path—he put his hand in his pocket where the amethystine dagger sat cool and sullen. Its very touch was deadly to a vampire, but to a gang of human youths, it would be no more effective than any other knife. Of course, his master might send vampires against him one of these days; that was why he carried the blade. Old Gruner, who collected fishermen and delusions of grandeur. There was a limit to how long Perry could keep on being ‘the one who got away.’ 

He skirted the park and walked swiftly through the quiet suburbs, and finally crossed the trivet. The water used to make him uneasy, but he was discovering a love of it now that the blood ran quieter in him. He looked over the bridge as the smooth, black water slid noiselessly past. It almost seemed to beckon him. 

Just off the other side was the cul-de-sac with his small house at the end. It was a white, one bedroom cottage with a rusted iron roof that badly needed repair. At the door, he paused. Again his behavior was slipping out of its routine. He had ignored Leon when he first saw him and now couldn’t get his mind off the boy; he had left the club early and walked home. His very thoughts did not seem entirely his own. Something was a little wrong with everything. 

He stood with his hand on the door handle and the long iron key turned soundlessly in the well-oiled old lock. What could be wrong? And regardless, what could he do about it? Perry knew that he was alone, and in the end had only himself to call upon. He did not discount his instinct of peril, but nor could he let it paralyze him. 

At a gentle push, the door swung open silently. Everything was still, with nothing amiss but a slight smell of jasmine. Not real jasmine, which did grow in the gardens hereabouts, but the kind of powdery, soapy jasmine scent that was in some perfumes. 

"Leon," he said in calm, chiding voice. 

* * * * 

Perry heard the faint sound of a body shifting on fabric. It came from the bedroom. He shut the front door behind him and slipped the dagger into his left palm. He walked with deliberate slowness, feeling his heart beating double-time while his mind struggled to determine what emotion he was feeling. 

Even night-adjusted, his eyes could pick up no more than the faint outline of walls and windows. His own bedroom, a converted, windowless box room, normally provided little to delight the eye. His hands found the light switch. The bulb emitted the same dim blue light he used at the club. It was more than enough to illuminate the scene to full effect. 

The crisp white sheets were crumpled into precise folds around Leon's smooth white torso. He lay back upon the plump, feather-filled pillows. His expression was peculiar, suggesting both disdain and amusement. Somehow on the young man's attractive form the juxtaposition became intriguing. The sheets covered Leon's groin and legs with incongruous modesty, obviously contrived to show the rest of himself to best advantage. 

Perry felt immediate rekindling of his initial attraction and just as immediate, fear and concern. There was no real possibility that pretty Leon was here for a fading lump of a vamp like him. Even if he was there were the myriad complications that Leon might be a vampire...or something else. 

Leon smiled. "You do underestimate yourself," he said. "Your feelings now are why you attract me like the moth to the proverbial flame." 

Perry stayed by the door. "My feelings?" he said coolly. 

"Your emotions, for they are what I can feel. That is what I feed upon. You may seem stoical, but I can feel what is behind that front. You are a man of many and subtle emotions. I have, as you say, a discerning palate." Leon leaned forward. "I know that you want me too; why resist it?" 

Perry wavered. "I have a suspicious mind." 

"You have a wonderful mind, and the rest of you is rather more attractive than you seem to appreciate..." 

Now he knew what he was dealing with. The boy didn't just want blood. He was that rarest of things, a psy-vamp. Sanguinaries like Perry were the body and strength of the vampire community. At the margins slipped the rarer creatures: psy's, courtiers and messengers. Almost indistinguishable from humans, the psy's blended with the donors and the thralls. 

"Why don't you tell me who sent you?" Perry stalled. 

"Why don't you come up here, Peregrine, and I'll whisper it in your ear." 

Peregrine, the name he had borne during his time in Wellington as House Enforcer for Lord Gruner. Gruner's was the biggest rookery of vampires anywhere in the country and it had taken a firm hand to keep order. 

Now the question was, who sent Leon after him and why? 

Perry let his old wool overcoat drop to the ground and went to sit on his bed with his back to the dark Adonis currently occupying it. He took off first one shoe then the other and sighed as his hard-worn feet relaxed, wriggling his toes. 

Leon scooted over to drape against his back, leaning his jaw over Perry's shoulder. "Why not leave the questions for a while, and take advantage of the fringe benefits of your situation." 

His slender arms reached around and Leon started to unbutton Perry's shirt. Perry knew he should stop this right here but Leon's peculiar scent distracted him and then the sensation of a warm body against his... Perry shook his head. 

"Has Gruner's petty court become so dull that you have been driven to seek me out for entertainment? I imagine I must be something of a disappointment to you." 

Leon drew back his shirt, redolent as it was with the rather less appealing scents of sweat and the club's smoke machine. Bare skin against bare skin, Perry's last shred of will power, and good sense, evaporated. 

Slender hands drew him to lie back upon the bed. "Come join me, Peregrine." 

“Don't call me that," Perry sighed. 

Leon's lean frame moved almost like a cat's as he came to straddle Perry. "Peregrine the Red," he said. "Peregrine the Enforcer. Why did you leave that all behind? You were respected." 

He asked almost as if making small talk, as he undid the button of Perry's trousers. There was a distinctly surreal feeling to the scene as Perry lay with his feet dangling off the bed and a gorgeous youth sat over his thighs, feeling his cock. His cock wasn't distracted by such musings; it had played the old recluse rather too long for his body's contentment. He felt himself growing hard. 

Perry propped his elbows under him and looked across at the psy. Like sanguinary vampires they could live a good long while but something told him Leon was almost as young as he looked. 

"I left that all behind because Gruner is a crazy fuck," he said with deliberate crudity, looking for a reaction. There was a reflective furtiveness in Leon's eyes. Leon is Gruner's. 

Leon slithered back on the bed to pull Perry's trousers and underwear off, dogmatic in his goals. Perry thought of the blade in his jacket pocket lying on the floor a few feet away, wondering if it would work on a psy, if he had cause to find out. 

Perry did in fact feel a strand of his old nature moving below the surface, the forceful, focused mind that used to ride within his steely immortal body when his hair was gold rather than white. He reared up and reached out, grasping Leon by his upper arm. Perry felt his long, gaunt finger reach almost fully around but there was subtle strength within Leon's thin form that his own much reduced but larger frame could not hope to match. 

"I don't care for Gruner's games," Perry snapped. Rapid calculations flickered in Leon's eyes. He stepped in close to Perry so that he could feel warm skin against his again after so long. A tangled skein of desires welled up, hard cock trapped against Leon's stomach, teeth aching and sliding in their constricted gums. 

"What about me, enforcer? Do you care for me?" 

The way he said it obviously meant care for as in want. The answer was clear. With a wordless sound, Perry pushed Leon back down on the bed and kissed him. It was no tender gesture. There was blood in his mouth where his vampiric teeth broke free from gums that had grown over them. Leon responded eagerly, pressing up against him, winding his hands in Perry's hair and pulling down his head. 

Perry pinned Leon down and felt his reservation float loose. He pushed against Leon, cock hard, sliding between them. Leon's slender, proportionate body surrendered beneath Perry. He gritted his teeth, he would not take blood—he had fought too hard for his humanity to lose it now. 

Leon eased back, raising his thighs to clasp Perry's body. 

"So what are you, Leon? A messenger, a threat—a bribe?" 

"Do you care?" 

Perry felt a dry laugh rustle within him. Leon pressed up against him, drawing him up fully onto the bed. His movements were slow, gentle. Leon seemed rather practiced at putting a man at his ease and into the mood. He reached down, sliding his hand down Perry's side and down the crease between torso and leg. Perry tensed as Leon took his cock in a spit-dampened hand, stroking it softly. 

Perry's body moved to nothing more than instincts pushing forward, sliding as Leon held him tighter. Their lips met again, softer this time. Perry didn't trust this pleasure—beauty couldn't be trusted and overtures of friendship in a vampire were almost always false—but the touch, the touch was so sweet. 

Leon curled his back, drawing Perry down. Haste was not Perry's usual way but something in him wanted to take, to claim Leon. He wanted to be in him. 

Leon was so tight, but seemed as eager in return. With his own hand, he positioned Perry's cock, actually pressing the head against his body. Perry leaned down upon his elbows, pressing their bodies together. He entered Leon's body very slowly, holding his breath. He looked down at Leon's flushed face, his eyes closed, his lips slightly parted. 

They pressed together. Leon's hands hovered lightly over Perry's shoulders, touching his skin only in slight glances. Perry slid in and out of his body in short, hard thrusts. His breath rasped audibly in his throat. The taught rings of flesh rolled over his cock, tight and warm. Sensation spiraled out into his body. 

But a part of his mind stayed aloof looking down into Leon's opaque, angelic face. This young man might do—be—anything to him. He was still a glyph, a body and a few words that might or might not be sincere. It scared Perry to know how much he wanted it to be more and standing on the brink the connection between them was still just, physical, intoxicating—inadequate. Leon reached out to him against urging him on in a simple, harsh rhythm. Sweat slicked their bodies as they crashed together seeking, both of them it seemed, something in a harsh collision of flesh. 

Leon called out once, harshly like a crow. His whole form seemed to wilt after his climax, growing soft. Perry experienced a most peculiar sensation. Without coming his own erection simply faded away, leaving them joined together, soft, sweat cooling, wondering just what the hell he had done. 

* * * * 

Perry closed the door to his cramped bedroom and pulled the covers wordlessly over them both. Leon spooned against his body tightly. More than their hurried coupling, this seemed to be what his body wanted. Perry was so tired of being alone, and just so tired. Leon fitted snugly into his embrace. The psy's body seemed entirely relaxed, but Perry's own mind whirred. Beautiful strangers in one's bed were simply not to be trusted. 

Somewhere beyond the walls he could feel the sun rise languidly into the sky making the whole world hostile to them both—all the sons of Cain could not abide it long. Other than being tangled in Gruner's web, it might be the only thing the two of them had in common. 

"So why?" Perry murmured. "What do you want with me?" 

Leon stirred, discontented, but finally he answered. "Kensey will challenge Gruner soon. Gruner killed his lover in a final effort to beat back his rival before the big vote." 

Perry dimly remembered Kensey, a tough, dark-eyed idealist who challenged Gruner even when he was just a new-made vampire and Gruner already an established Master. That was before Perry left and Gruner went on to the worst of his excesses. He had heard tales after he left. Executions moved from being a last resort necessity for a culture both beneath and above the law to a tool of convenience to rule by fear when all other avenues began to close. Vampires were hard to rule, and could make very harsh rulers. 

Deep in his heart, Perry knew that Gruner was never somebody he could just walk away from. 

"And it is counsel tomorrow night." 

"Annual Counsel," Leon confirmed. "The one time Gruner's leadership may be called to a vote. Even Gruner doesn't dare, as yet, to evade the vote." 

Perry lay still between the soft, burred sheets. All the vampires of Wellington in one hall. That would have been about a hundred when he left a dozen or so years a go, it might be a few more now. Some of Gruner's rivals had been expanding their houses as quickly as they dared. There were rumors of an unofficial open season on fledglings amongst Gruner's cronies. 

But after centuries under one man's rule, a change could mean chaos—vampires breaking free from the old man’s archaic rules and colliding with all the opportunities the modern world offered. It could even lead to discovery, the ultimate fear of all the elders. 

And there it was, fear. Even in his own heart, it was fear that allowed Gruner's tyranny to carry on. 

"You've decided what to do," Leon said in the darkness. 

"Is that the point of this?" Perry asked. "You here in the bed to find out for Gruner just what I will do?" 

Leon sighed. A resigned, sad sound. "I'm empathic not telepathic. One is a way to live and feed, the other is science fiction, for God's sake. I could just feel that you were troubled and that you reached a resolution of some sort." 

Now here was an interesting thing. Leon said god with a subtle hint of capital ‘G'. That was a rare thing in a vampire. Perry had to admit he didn't know much about psy's—what they sense, how they feed, what they did to those they were with. He didn't feel much concern though. He settled back on the mettle that had made him a great enforcer for so many decades. Once Perry decided what to do, he simply did it. 

* * * * 

Shortly before dusk, Perry felt the strength to rise. He got out of bed as early as he could, not well rested but troubled with thoughts about Leon knowing where he lived and loyal throngs of Gruner's human thralls busy in the daylight. He looked down at Leon, lying loose-limbed and oblivious like a child. Asleep he didn't exude quite the same magnetic presence but his vulnerability added just another facet to his appeal. Whether it was tonight or some future night, this psy was going to send him to his eternal rest. Perry knew this with a sourceless and absolute certainty. Strangely, it didn't bother him all that much. 

He smiled. There were worse ways to go. 

To the side of the bed there was a large trunk. He had to pull it out from the wall to have room to swing the hinged lid upwards. This faint sound was enough to wake Leon, who raised his tousled head and regarded him with bleary eyes. 

"You're going to help Gruner deal with Kensey, aren't you? In return for being left alone." 

He may not be a telepath but Perry was pretty sure the psy could use his talents like a lie detector, so he tried not to make any response, inside or out. 

"I don't know what Gruner thinks one vamp can do, but you'll need your strength—and my blood. You can, you know. Psy’s can be donors." 

Perry made sure his reaction to that was clear. No. He would stick to his regime of near-starvation. It was the rush of the blood in great amounts that made a vampire strong, fast, and arrogant. The more powerful drank deep and drowned their consciences on the way. Perry had been there. He blinked the memories away. Not even for Gruner would he return. 

"I was never so strong, and in a room full of dozens of vamps it will hardly matter what one man can do. No..." Perry opened the lid and looked down at the oiled and ranked contents. "My equipment was my advantage. Generations of my family developed these. Witches, alchemists, scientists…" 

Leon peered over. 

Perry ran his hands over the bolts and rounds in their protective boxes, types designed to destroy every kind of creature known to exist. Weapons to fire them. The potions and tinctures were divided between the trunk and the refrigerator. 

Amulets, hypodermics, powders. Perry never parted with the knowledge of how to make these things. He did, however, burn the books his father left him once he was sure he knew all that was within. 

Perry was Gruner's wild card; he must be desperate to play it now. The question really was how was he being played and did he want to go along with it?. 

"That's not why he called you," Leon said. 

"No?" Perry lifted an eyebrow. 

"The vamps still speak of you. The sanguinaries tell stories of what you did, how you were. Obedient but never bloodthirsty. Loyal but never blindly so. When you left, it shook Gruner's power-base and things have never been entirely the same since. He still has his soldiers, lined up like attack dogs to do whatever he commands, but he doesn't have Peregrine the Just by his side. He needs the fact that your support will sway the vote. You always had the words that needed to be said. You were always worth listening to on the rare occasions when you spoke. All the elders say so and the youngers believe it." 

Perry surveyed Leon coolly, wondering if this was at least part of the truth. 

There was barely enough time to get to the Great Hall in time. He started to check the best and most lethal of his equipment. His old pistol with its chamber modified for soft rounds of mahogany and inherited silver. One advantage of his family background was relatives who made sure to leave him a lot of silver. A spring-loaded syringe with a fatally excessive charge of bloodbane. A few other surprises and of course, the knife. 

Amethystine, carefully sheathed. 

He looked up into Leon's wide, attentive eyes and was surprised at his next thought. Perhaps some risks are worth the prize. 

* * * * 

The highway glided by in a smooth flickering blur, broken only by the syncopated swatting of the windscreen wipers. Flurries of snow drifted down. Perry leaned back in the front passenger seat, letting Leon take the wheel for the last few miles into Wellington. It was a few minutes from midnight, the counsel would be already coming to order in the hall. 

"You're really going to back Gruner up with nothing but a hogleg?" 

"Who's been reading too many westerns," Perry replied sardonically. He resisted the urge to tell the boy that only colts go by that name. 

Leon pulled into the car parking level with assurance, definitely the confidence of a native. The attendant peered into the car but then let him in without so much as a word of challenge. Perry let the psy take the lead. It had been over a decade since Perry could treat the Rookery like his home, and he looked rather different then anyway. 

Perry knew he had sinned in most ways that were possible but in his current form, vanity at least was also out of reach. Maybe Leon was for real, maybe a guy that stunning didn't need looks in his mate. Perry shook his head. There was plenty he needed to know about that boy. Currently, all he could tell was Leon was a psy and didn’t know all that much about guns. That wasn’t such a bad thing. His blackhawk flat top was the most reliable companion he'd ever had, and likely to keep that title—but he didn’t make the mistake of thinking that reflected well on him. 

Leon led the way to the lifts. Perry was pleased to see the decor inside was the same right down to the row of three keyholes. He took out the small brass key that hung beside the others on his key ring. His Rookery instincts cut in as Perry handed Leon his pistol. The young psy baulked but took it, the heavy pistol looking large and ungainly in his slender hand. 

"Keep a hold of that until I ask for it," he said. His old key still fit the center slot and the car lurch as it slid to a stop at Gruner's private level in the second basement just above the hall. 

The doors slid open with a creak. The antechamber had been redesigned with a tall backlit aquarium teeming with corals and sea anemones. Through the distortion of the bubbling water, he could see the dark apartment. So the bastard went ahead and had the damn thing put in.

 Leon hung back in the lift. Perry left the choice to him, walking down the shallow stairs and around into the living room. 

Gruner lay back, lounging on a wide, white leather corner unit watching a flickering television with the sounded muted. He looked the same, of course. Gruner was like the archetype upon which all other vampires were based; a highboned Slavic face with square temples and long, glossy black hair. He was wearing a black suit tailored in an impeccably modern fashion with narrow lapels and a single button over a collarless shirt. Long, fitted trousers accentuated his lanky frame. 

Gruner looked up with a bland expression. "You brought Lassie back with you," he said dryly. Gruner's gaze went over Perry's shoulder presuming that Leon was there. 

"So what was it, Gruner? You bumped off Kensey's boo, and thought he might do me in before you got a chance too?" 

Gruner liked very few people and fucked many, but as far as Perry knew, he was the only one who fit in both groups. So in Gruner's paranoid little world that meant Kensey might pick him out for a revenge hit. 

Gruner laughed sharply. "Kensey's boo, that's precious." He stood and came to stand altogether close to Perry and placed his hand flat on the collar of Perry's old wool coat. Back when it was both presentable and fashionable, Gruner had given him this very coat. No doubt he remembered that. 

"This is a new look for you," Gruner said, meaning the aged body beneath, no doubt. "Distinguished." He tilted his head. "We are keeping our kin waiting." 

Gruner paused quite nonchalantly to pat Perry for weapons, knowing he never carried anything smaller than his old blackhawk. Then he simply nodded his satisfaction and led the way. As Perry fell in behind Gruner, it felt far too natural. Ever since the old man had turned him near on a century ago. The last few years felt like a pale illusion. Perry glanced back to see Leon following behind then, an uncertain expression on his face. 

Gruner or Leon—neither was exactly a winning proposition. 

Gruner entered the hall, directly into the dais. Vampires of every kind were seated in ranks. But Gruner's place on the dais was not vacant. 

Kensey looked the same on the surface but twelve years had given him some internal stature. The air between Gruner and Kensey all but sparked with hostility. 

"Calling for the vote of deposition, were you?" Gruner said in a still, small voice as dangerous as a serpent's hiss. 

"I have already..." Kensey's eyes slid over Gruner to Perry and took a moment to recognize what they saw. 

"There is a small matter of tradition," Gruner said, as if tradition were ever a small matter for vampires. "The incumbent and the challenger may both address the counsel before the vote is taken." 

There was embarrassed shuffling in the audience, amongst whom ballots were obviously already circulating. Kensey stood stiffly erect, then bowed and stepped back from the dais. 

Gruner claimed the center of attention as if it were his birthright and every eye was fixed on him. 

"Most of you here present do not recall the times when common men knew of our kind, hunted and reviled us. You did not live in the times when our traditions were formed and honed for the safety of all our kind. In this modern world a single error, a single rash action could reveal and exterminate us all. This is not the time for children to rule us." 

Perry stood stoically behind Gruner. He knew there was an element of truth to what the old man said—these were dangerous times to be a creature of the night. But Leon had confirmed the whispers. Gruner was killing with increasing impunity, planning to take total control over who was made, so that all vampires answered to him, tithed to him and obeyed him. Kensey was young, there was much he didn't understand but the elders were all too conditioned to follow Gruner. Only the youngest would ever rebel. 

Gruner turned to Perry and gave him that secret smile, the one he always used before revealing his carefully laid plans. As he began to speak again, Perry held his hand back towards the curtains. Gruner had his back turned but the rest of the audience must have plainly seen Leon reach from the cover of the stage curtains and pass his old pistol over. There was a chance Leon wouldn't have done it. His allegiance should be to Gruner but he could always pretend he assumed Perry to be still under the old man's orders. There was a murmur in the crowd--- ‘Peregrine', it seemed they could recognize him after all. 

"So you will understand," Gruner said to the audience. "That I have to take precautions for all of our safety. There is precious little potion my associate Peregrine's family passed down to him. Absorbed through the skin and more than capable of conveying you all that extra mile to permanent death." 

Perry felt the gaze of the assembled throng on him now. Well, of course. Gruner wasn't looking after an old comrade's safety; he simply needed a prop—something to make his threat plausible and his hold over the vampires complete. 

It was not beyond plausibility that Gruner obtained a sample of one of Perry's more dangerous concoctions somewhere along the line and had it analyzed. Even if Perry denied Gruner's claims and was believed, it might lead to the death of every vampire in the room. Except if it was his recipe.... 

Gruner was counting on Perry falling into a long habit of obedience, paralyzed and unsure. The all but starved of blood Perry wasn't quite as much a slave to those vampiric imperatives as he used to be. He looked at his maker and knew he could not allow this bluff to continue. 

"Gruner," Perry said quietly. Gruner just waved him away, a casual gesture that had been all too familiar during his time in the old man's service. "Gruner, I'm not backing you up on this one." 

Gruner's hand had been lying casually in the dark shelf below the podium. He spun in one smooth arc to point a small, modern gun—finger already tightening on the trigger. 

Perry's conscious mind was not expecting the move but deeper instincts never slept. Gruner always laid plans within plans like Russian dolls. If Perry would not support his ploy, Gruner would take him out swiftly. The shock of the elimination of another elder, a feared enforcer, on the stage before them would cow the younger vampires and sway the elders to caution. 

Well before Perry drew his conclusions, he raised the old pistol that he held naked in his hand. His bullet blew through Gruner's chest throwing him back an instant before he fired, sending his gun barrel up and off target. 

The room went still. The absolute rulership of a century faltered and drew back leaving a fearful void. Kensey stood to one side of the stage, Perry to the other. Many in the audience would have their particular followers but the passage of years made these bonds specific and unyielding, there were few, very few who could hope to win a vote today. 

And Gruner wasn't dead. 

There was no bullet on earth that would kill an elder vampire outright. Perry disregarded the crowd. He walked forward to where Gruner lay paralyzed, his outflung arms trembling. Perry knelt by his side. Gruner's eyes were small and dark, showing unfamiliar surprise, and fear. 

Looking down at Gruner, Perry spoke to Kensey, loud enough for everyone to hear. "Tell me why you challenged Gruner." 

"What?" 

"Tell me why you challenged Gruner." 

Kensey did not speak in haste, after long moments he replied in a steady voice. "He started to kill. Not just the crazed few that might reveal us, nor those guilty of any crime. He killed any who opposed him and could not protect themselves. He killed those who inconvenienced him, and even those he merely did not like. And even before passing the edict that new vampires could not be made without his approval he killed the new-made, casually, like drowning kittens." 

Power, after all these years, had finally taken Gruner down the long dark path it had always offered. 

Perry stood and went to Kensey. He took the capped syringe from his pocket and handed it to the younger vampire. 

"While Gruner lives you will never be safe. His only desire is to rule our kind and he will do anything to depose anyone who takes that role from him. He will continue to kill those you love, or know, or even meet on the streets. He will live only to destroy you, if you allow him to live at all." 

Kensey took the syringe and walked over to Gruner. He looked around. Gruner's soldiers stood and merely watched. With the old man humbled, thrown down they were not obliged to obey him and none seemed inclined to do it for the sake of true respect or commitment. The choice was Kensey's. 

Kensey looked down at Gruner and it was clear on his face—deeply, savagely clear how much he hated this man who had ruled and brutalized him, killed his lover. But then he walked over to Perry and returned the drug to him. 

"It is time we found another way," Kensey said. "A new way to be safe not only from the great mass of humanity, but from each other." 

Perry took the syringe and placed it back in his pocket. Without a word he went to the front ranks of the audience where ballot papers lay upon the narrow desk before the first row of seats. He took a pen from his lapel pocket and marked the ballot clearly with Kenney's name. 

As he walked to the great brass canister where votes were collected he unfolded the paper and showed it to the crowd before he pushed it inside. 

"Leon," Perry called softly. "Come here and receive the votes." 

Kenney was tense, hardly believing his fortune. Perry passed him as he went back to the door through which he had entered. "Get me a sample of any material that Gruner may have used. Have everyone stay long enough for me to determine if Gruner's threat was in earnest and produced the antidote they will need." 

"Gruner was never one for idle threats," Kensey replied. 

"Perhaps not, but there was a time he would have done just as you have done today. There was a time when he was never so ruthless as to try and poison his people into obedience. Try to remember mercy, Kenney. Remember it for as long as you can. Long life and real power will steal it from you in the end." 

“I will,” Kensey said vaguely, his mind no doubt racing ahead, scheming to seize total control of Gruner’s domain. 

As he left the room, he heard Kenney step forward to the podium and start to speak in a clear, warm voice, giving instructions for the vote, for the containment of those who might have been poisoned. Perry hoped his old equipment was still here somewhere. The likely antidote would not be difficult to make in large amounts. 

He stopped for a moment in Gruner's living room and held his hands out in front of him. His fingers shook. He knew that some time in the confusion of this night he would take that syringe and do what Kenney could not. Rulers needed to be gentle men, men of principle and moral depth. 

And men like Gruner needed to die. 

* * * * 

By immense force of will, Perry stayed awake well into the day, assembling his old dusty equipment. It was lying ready, no doubt set out by Gruner who expected the counsel to cave into his threats—and his old lover to return to his side. A powder dusted over the hall showed every sign of being bloodbane. The vampires were moved throughout the Rookery, the halls hummed with conniving but by the time most of them had gone to their rest barricaded in Rookery suites and guarded by human thrall, Kensey was elected, albeit by a small margin. 

The topical effect of the bane on the skin was not all that severe but Kensey arranged to have the ingredient collected and Perry constructed a salve to minimize unpleasant effects, and comforted the minds of those effected. If anyone had inhaled it in significant amounts, there was nothing that could be done. 

Kensey was busy establishing his rules, forming the first alliances of the new court. As the next night began to fall, Perry came back to Gruner’s old room, which lay empty. With a sigh he settled down onto the sofa. His body and his heart felt leaden. He lay down upon his side, feeling the cold leather against his face. Sometime during the night, Kensey had arranged for Gruner to be removed, and nobody knew where. 

Somebody sat beside him, and without looking he knew who it was. Leon. 

“Well, that was fun,” he said acidly. “Collecting votes from every vampire of the city whilst most of them were busy freaking out. I’m lucky I survived. Thanks for dumping that job on me.” 

Perry opened his eyes reluctantly, just wanting to stay right here. During the night, he could never sleep but just lying still would be enough. 

“It set you in the center of Kensey’s new court, Leon. Don’t miss your chance. And, if in your travels you found where Gruner is, you might tell me that.” 

Leon looked down at him, lips pursed. “Why do you need to know that?” 

“If Kensey’s rule is to be established, your own role safe, Gruner needs to die.” 

Leon shook his head. “After what you said to Kensey.” His disapproval was clear. 

Perry struggled to sit up. “After what you did for me, Leon, Gruner will never rest until you are dead.” 

“Is that how Gruner started,” Leon rebutted. “Self preservation, to protect his people from those more savage and dangerous? It doesn’t stop there, does it?” 

“No, I suppose not.” Perry looked aside. “He meant well to begin with, the old man. I suppose people always do but...” 

“But killing crosses a line, and only becomes easier once done.” It seemed Perry struck a chord in Leon—something along the lines of ‘thou shalt not.’ 

Leon was right. It was not only Kensey who needed to cling onto his mercy, but what of what Gruner would do if allowed to live? Who could contain him? How could holding him eternally prisoner not be more cruel than death? 

“Is that why you left him?” Leon asked with an edge of irrational jealousy in his voice. “Because of the killing?” 

“I suppose it was why I stayed away,” Perry admitted. “But I left because of a simple argument.” He looked over towards the small foyer. “I was a fisherman once, it was one of Gruner’s little conceits that he liked to take fishermen as thralls and fledglings. He saw himself, increasingly in the literal sense, as a Christ figure.” 

“And the argument?” 

“It was so foolish, so utterly foolish. He was installing that aquarium. I didn’t like it. It reminded me that Gruner chose me on a whim and might caste me aside so easily. I was just one of his fishermen, those damn fish would be a daily reminder of it... I stormed out when he insisted on that stupid thing even after I explained to him that I never wanted to see another fish, another reminder of my 

former life.” 

“Well,” Leon said. “Maybe there is still a softer side to the old man.” 

“What on earth do you mean? In a ham-fisted way he just threatened everyone here with death, he is utterly ruthless.” 

Leon nodded. “I’ve been here the last few years, Peregrine. I might know the depths Gruner sank to even better to you. But take a closer look. Corals, anemones, hermit crabs and snails—but there never has been a fish in that tank. Maybe he really did want you back.” 

Leon was right, even if it didn’t seem to make much sense. Gruner had to be shown mercy. Killing him in cold blood achieved nothing but speeding Perry’s own descent into damnation. That was true mercy, wasn’t it? Not to spare the innocent who were never any threat, but to spare those who might turn upon you that night or the next. To give the damned a chance at redemption. Who knows, maybe the sudden change in his circumstances might bring about change in Gruner—just like withdrawal from the blood had wrought a change in Peregrine, once enforcer of the Rookery. 

Perry stood compulsively. “I have to get out of here. Leave young Kensey to it.” 

“Perhaps keep an eye on him, from afar?” 

Perry shrugged. “Perhaps. Perhaps vampire rulers need a few checks and balances like human government. Someone to watch for the callousness that blood and power breed. I will rest easier knowing you are near him, someone who can see the ruler’s feelings no matter what he says, and remind him of his promise.” 

Leon came to stand behind him. “Maybe you’d rest better if I stayed here, but I am not yours to command, as yet. Give me the keys Perry; I’ll drive.” 

Perry handed over the car keys, but stood still a moment as Leon headed over to the elevator until he could barely see the boy through the bubbling water of the aquarium. 

“Are you coming?” Leon called out saucily. 

Perry laughed. Life suddenly looked so much better, not just because of what he was leaving behind, but what was going with him. “That’s rather going to depend on you,” he replied as he went to join his lover. Perhaps he had finally become, in his own modest way, a fisher of men—a catch of one was all he’d ever need. 

THE END 

