


Questlon the origins of his ancestors, the estrangec
vampire caléd Beckett has come to Chicago, arriving i
the middle of a now full-blown war. Unknowingly, Becket

helps Khalid al-Rashid, a powerful Nosferatu, piece
together the ancient history of the mummiés — a histor
hidden for centuries. Now the Kindred not only face th
threat of Thea Ghandour and her fellow hunters, but

now must also struggle agains %ber immorta s.

AN UNKNOWN HISTORY

The Temple of Akhenaton has been destroyed, and
Maxwell Carpenter reveals hls true motive for uncovering
the source y he mummles power: revenge. Powered by

%% his hatred, Carpenter will stop at nothing until he has killec
= ' the last member of the Sforza family, the mummy, Nichola:
5 Sforza-Ankhotep. The mummies must protect the heart of
':-r their power or they and their future will cease to exist.
W Lay Down with Lions is the second novel in the Year
" of the Scarab trilogy. This three-volume epic reveals the

rise of an ancient power that threatens to forever alter the
Wor]d of Darkness the nnmortal
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‘The vampire called Beckett slipped into the city
i unnetlced Hewas a lone wolf, preferring his solitary
~ research to being drawn into the often petty machi-
~ -nations in which his kind indulged. He hoped to in- -
terview a respected elder, the crone Inyanga, and leave
'Chicago with no one the wiser.

Beckett had been undead for centuries. He knew'
the United States when it wasa-cluster of colonies
~ hugging the East Coast, the rude towns and ports sym- -

bols of European imperialism in all its glory. He mar-
veled at the explosion of culture, art and science that
was the Renaissance. He witnessed the revelation of
mysterles ‘that changed the very nature of mortal so-
_ciety — - the atom, electricity, gravity, and more: Ex-
" isting'in a time when events of import seemed on a
constantly acr,eleratmg path, Beckert had grown cu-
- rious about his own origins. Not to learn how or why
~ his shadowy sire had embraced him, had remade him
- into one of the undead. He'd long ago found the an-
swers to such minor riddles. Instead, Beckett hoped -
 to discover the ‘origins ‘of all vamplres ‘He searched o
- for the secret of Cainite birth. s e
 Theirswasaculture that stretched back to the dawn vit
of humanity, a long history of which even the eldest - -
_undead knew little. Vampires were masters of secrecy,

after all. They hugged the shadows of human society, - o

~ their survwal dependmg on keepmg the1r existence -




- hidden. Beckett excelled at plercmg th1s vell of secrets. . .
- while keeping himself wrapped in'mystery. This talent = -
- made him well-suited for his chosen pursuit but not -

- popular among vampires. His acetbic attitude and un-
willingness to swear loyalty to any sect, even the clan

- with which he shared blood, left him separate from

‘other undead — a gang of one. Beckett was an Emgma i

'. even among his own kind. .

~+ Thissuited him fine. [t meant workmg hatder to
: 'uncover each scrap of fact he found, but Beckett fele
~ it was a small price to pay. He had httle patience for_'

- the petty schemirig and politics common to vampiric

culture. Let them squabble for control of mortal soci- -

ety and dominance over one another. Beckett hada
e 'greater task, and an eternity in which to pursue it.

- ~He hoped by amassing the often vivid recollec» :
' tions of elder vampires that he might piece togethera

~ cohesive picture back to the one reputed to be the

first of their kind = Caine: The majority of vampires -
- believed that Caine was a real figure, a powerful thing
_that still existed in the modern age. Hidden, watch-
ing, waiting... though opinions varied on what Grand-
- father Caine was waiting so patiently for all these mil- -
~lennia. Beckett suspected that the son of Adam and
- Eve, in undead lore curséd with vampirism for killing

 his brother, was just that: lore. A parable. But he

~couldn’t prove hls hypothests untll he’d gathered :
: enough evidenice: 0 s

It was a drawn out, laborlcius task ‘one he d pur-

: 'sued for a century already But if there Was one thmg' :
-".Becketthad it was time. et e

TEf

Beckett prowled Chlcago S Graceland Cemetery '
___m the frlgld February mght waltmg for Inyanga The




elder vampire had no permanent resting place and

- often roamed across North America for reasons known

- only to her. She’d adopted Graceland as the closest
~ thing toa permanent lair. Beckett knew thatif Inyanga

- were in Chicago, she’d come by the cemetery sooner

~ or later. And since she wasin the area the last he’d
& heard Beckett camped out and waited.” ot

 Ttwas only his second night there and hewouicln t i

- be surprised if he had to wait even longer. Beckett had
~ come to terms with the long stretches of boredom that

~ walked hand in hand with immortality. The key was,

_simply enough, to cope with the downtime. That was
‘¢asier said than done, though, especially when days
~ became years and years dragged into centuries. Beckett
~ split his time between re-reading James Ellroy's Ameri-
can Tabloid and taking in the sights of the cemeterys

~ many stately tombs. He preferred being outdoors, and -

subzero temperatures had ceased to be a concern for

* him a century before anyone even imagined the con- :

- Cept of central heating: Strolling through Gracelancl
: _Beckett enjoyed the stillness undisturbed. - :

‘He was appreciating the design of the tomb hous- e

: mg famed architect Mies van der Rohe when he sensed

a subtle change in the air. Even beforé he turned,

b Beckett kniew Inyanga had arrived. Had been watch- -

~_ing him for some time, he suspectéd: Many vampires

‘indulged in the dramatic entrance, Beckett and
e Inyanga were not among them.

' Inyanga stood in the dark afew yards from Beckett, ST

vlslbletohlspretematuralsenses Inyanga’s African heri- -
~ tage was apparent. Standing at full height, she barely

- reached Beckett’s shouldet. She was as wiry as the night -

- of her embrace, though her muscles had the tensile
strength of steel. Beckett _knew _Inyanga__ could punch




T through the marble of the nearby tornb W‘ltl'l llttle effort.

- She looked old, too, an uncommon trait for beingswho -

~for the most part were made vampires while in their
. prime. Physu:al appearance was seldom anindicatorofa

2 vampire’s age, but for Inyanga, it provided a convenient
- benchmark: She had the look of a wizened grandmother,

o ~ her:skin wrinkled and hair gray. Her skin had darkened -
through the years at pace with her unlife, much as fairer-

' skinned vampires like Beckett grew increasingly pale.

- Inyanga looked carved from a block of ebony, her skin

I 50 dark as to absorb the illumination cast by distant
- streetlights and reflected off patches of snow. She stood
- still as a statue, wearing the same simple style of wrap

- she'wore ages ago. Like other old vampires, much of the

- small fidgets and mannerisms that mark the living had

~ vanished long ago. Inyanga existed without the least

wasted motion. Anyone lacking the enhanced senses of
- the undead could have mistaken her for an unusual

. monument amongst the rest in the cemetery. Beckett - -
~ knew that, in time, he would achieve a similar state of

~ being; he had already dispensed with many extraneous |

~ affectations that marked his days among the living. Yet

still, even a creature as old as he was found ]mrangas
: absolute stillness unnerving. .

A simple exchange of nods passed for p’reamble

. .Beckett had better things to do than inquire after -

* Inyanga’s health (an odd question between undead
to begin with) ot ask how the hunting was this time
of year. Instead, he said in a respectful tone, “Mother

£ Inyanga, my name is Beckett.” Many of his kind ap-

 pended titles of some sort to their names — “The
~ Tracker,” or “Childe of Brunhilde” — but he'd always
~ found the convention silly in social situations. Only
for purposes of genealog1cal research did Beckett care
‘-who sued whom. :



o hoped to ask’ you some questlons, " he contin-

. '_ued, still speaking in-a Zulu dialect. It was oneof two L

‘dozen languages he cotnmanded with equal facility,

- and of even more that he had at least passing famil- =~

farity with. He used it out of respect for Inyangaand
_ as asafety measure in case some agency might be eaves-
: droppmg Unlikely, but it never hurt to play it safe.
_ - Inyanga looked at him without expression. Hav-
: mg dealt with enough elders in the past, Beckett imag-
~ined she had to remind herself to show any. Despite -
~her stillness; Beckett caught an undercurrent of...
- something. Agitation? Excitement? Curiosity? He gave
- a mental shrug. If it had anything to-do with Beckett,
- she would tell h1m or he would dlscover iton h1s own
 sooner or later.

~-*You are the one who searches out past, shé re-
o phed in an oldet version of the same dialect. Her voice

“waslow and resonant, conjuring images of wild places

- untouched by mortal hands. “You come durmg inter- -
' _estmgtlmes..-_, L i e

7 Jt was sometimes dlfflcult to parse elder vampires
_ .words. especially when they talked about something as

~fluid as time. She could be referring to recent évents
- among undead society, of something specific to the area, =

- or ‘even of something from a century ago. Beckett
- hazarded a guess that it was the first option. Vampiric
~ society, though never static, had undergone dramatic

* upheaval in the turning of a new millennium. There -

. were more of them inthe world than ever before, num- -

-_bermg in the thousands, even tens of thousands. Old

- enmities had exploded into fresh violence, previous
 alliances had ended, portents of the destruction of ev- -

erything from individual vampirés to every existing

- _Calmte made the rounds growmg ever more dlre with




-each retelling. It had made Beckett’s pursuits easier,
the fear and doubt welling up in others maklhg them
- more forthcoming with their hoarded secrets.-
- “Change is constant, Mother’ Inyanga,” he said.
i :“Only those WIthout rnernor? or vision are surprlsed :
. _by the présent.’ : :
“She nodded. “You speak nf the contht between -
Camarillaand Sabbat.” These were the two major op-
‘posing vampire groups. “I agree that their ongoing

- strife is no surprise to those of us who watch the flow

~ of history. The creatures of those sects are welcome to
: destroy oné another until none are left. My concem '

o is for those who suffer at thieir hands in the process.”

‘Beckett knew Inyanga was as disinterested in
undead politics as he was. She also had a Teputation
as a defender of humanity. Although she fed on the
blood of mortals like any other vampire, she saw noth-

“ing to be gamed by abus;ng them ot by treatmg them i
like cattle. -

“That is what Letied to, Yes But 1t’s not what I’

- -'here to talk about.” He was prepared to continue, then

- noticed an increased spark of interest in Inyanga’ ebon

- eyes. He got the impression that she hadn’ referenced

~ the undead Jyhad either. Curious, he asked, “What do
: you mean by ‘interesting times,” Mothet Inyanga?” -

* She looked at him a second longer, then turned -

- 'aﬁrav; Beckett supposed he should follow her. If

~ Inyanga had wanted to leave she could have moved

- faster than even his senses could detect, giving him
- 1o trail to follow. They walked to the edge of apond.
- Looking out over the icy surface, Beckett wa1ted for
the ancient thing beside him to speak.
“T have thought from time to time that we should
: '-meet, lnyanga sald at length ‘Your studles mterest- "



 me: Too many o s worry ‘about power and survival.
History is a great teacher. As mortals, we leam from
~our parents, who learn from their parents Culture and S
8 hentage comes from out ancestors.” 52
 She made the effort to turn'her head and look up
 at him: “As we dre now, deathless, we should benefit -

- from even greater wisdom. And yet the undead guard

eons of history with the jealousy of a miser hoarding
~his treasure.- We know next to nothmg of the truth e
. that made us.” - ;

* Beckett was sﬁrpnsed He’d iong known Inyanga

was not a typical elder vampire: She was shaped bya

different philosophy than Western Cainites were. He -
~hadn’t 1ooked her up in the past because she seemed
* so far from the main history of their kind. Beckett

- knew he shouldn’t have presumed Inyanga’s philoso- e

- phy or knowledge based on her origins. It was point-
. less to regret missed opportunities in the past. Best to

- take advantage of the present. If Inyanga was willing,

-everi éaget, to share 1nformat10n, 1t made hlS ]ob that £
much ‘easier. :
.+ Irdidn’t prove to be that 51rnple, however s Un- '
5 _der other circumstances, I would spend many a night
~ speaking with you 'in hopes of discovering greater
truths,” Inyanga continued. “We might leam much
indeed by’ ‘exchanging our wisdom. S .
- “Yet there is a‘puzzle more’ 1mmed1ate that de-
~ mands my attention. Theére is‘a mystery in this city.
~ One that creeps ever further into my awarenéss in

~ recent times. I have used all my skills to uncover its
~ meaning; [ have looked to my ancesrors for word of "

what the future holds

~She turned her gaze tdwarti the Chlcago skylme, s J

: ':’hazy amld overcast skles. The ]yhad among us has
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~cast ripples through this wotld and the next. It awak-
* ened a storm in the spirit world, a storm with a fury

 the likes of which I have never felt. This storm con-
‘tinues to rage, and it has awakened forces as mysteri-
ous to us as we are to the kine. I know not their true-
‘nature, but I feel that they may forevcr change the
nature of our existence.”

. Well now, that was mtercstmg To say that Beckett :
. was jaded was putting it mildly, but Inyanga’s words
. stirred his curiosity. He suspected that she'd spoken
_in riddles for that very reason. “I . get the feelmg that 5
-you want me to find out what's going on.” :
- Was that the barest hint'of a smile? “I have dorie
- what I can. I contemplate many matters in this world
- “and the next. But I am perhaps too far from things.”
Her head turned a fraction, her gaze back upon him. .-
*“You stand on the fringes, close enough to see events
but far enough to understand their greater significance. -
Your ties keep you connected to the world of mortals
- and undead. Yet your distance mal(es you free to move,
- to delve where others fear to go.” '

“There was meaning well beyond the words sh'e'
spoke. She may not play the game of vampire poli-
tics, but she was still a vampire. Inyanga was offering
a deal: she would tell him what she knew of the his-
‘toty of their kind, but first Beckett would have to
_puzzle out this riddle for her. The game of trading fa-
vors was as old as vampires themselves: That was fine. -

It wasn't like he was working on a deadline. Besides,

- Beckett had the feeling that anything intriguing

“enough to capture the attention of something as an-
 cient as Inyanga was bound to be worth the trouble.
“Tell me more about thlS mvstery of ycmrs
: _Mother Inyanga. L



" “You know of the rnortals who hunt our kmd -

“ Ttwasnota questlon but Beckett nodded incon-
ﬁrmatlon nonetheless. By this point, only the most -

secluded or self-deluded of vampires remained unaware
~of the living who carrled on thelr qu1et war agamst '
the undead. - -

Small groups of mortais had known o vamplres

and other creatures since time immémorial, but they

; remained few, scattered across the globe and divided

- in paranoia, fear and ignorance. That had changed in

_the past few years. Beckett heard an increasing num-
~ ber of stories about mortals banding together, sharing
"information and tips on huntlng the supernatural,
lending moral and financial SUppOTt to one another.
~ And most disturbing of all, these groups were spring- -
- ing up all over the world mdependent of one another.

These hunters had even developed a communications

networtk via the Internet. Beckett wasn’t surprised;
~ he himself was charmed by this latest mortal inven-
tion. He preferred hands-on research whenever pos-
_ sible, but sometimes it was more effective to get online
“than to traipse halfway across the globe to do somé“
fact checking. -

‘He'dlong felt thata vamplre who salicd overmich

on hls supernatural powers was soon a vampire with a

stake through his tender bits. Availing himself of T1 -

~ lines whenever possible — immortal he may be, but :

~ creeping along the information superhighway through -
a harrow phone line frustrated him mote than slogging
~ through the éarly 19th century had — Beckett made :
surfmg the Net a key element of his pursuits. .~
‘It was one of many advancements he was sur-
pnsed more of hlS kmd dldn t take advantage of. A' :




surpnsmg number of Camltes had ttouble keepmg ;
" pace with modern times — ‘immortality does not

~bring with it the ability to deal with change. Many
- continued to meet with others face-to-face when a -

- phone call or an e-mail would do. Beckett much pre-

- ~ferred direct communication, but he wasn’t adverse

- to using tools that made it easier {and safer) to put-
sue his studies. There was no need to keep oneself

. stuck in'the past. Keeplng up with the evolvmg world

was. the surest way to ensure his future.

_ Which brought him back to the huritefs. Hls fu—.'

o ture and those of all vampires, was in increasing peril

- as the hunters refined their skill and degree of com- .

. munications. The fact that vampire hunters existed
* used to be of little consequence to most undead. Af-

ter all, the undead had been around : since the start of

civilization. Although too few to assert complete
- dominance over every aspect of mortal society, vam-
- pires nonetheless exerted influence over government,
- law enforcement and private enterpnse Any self-ap-
- pointed “defenders of the human race” could be taken
- care of through mundane agencies without any -

- Cainites having to dirty their hands. And if push did - :

~_come to shove, the vampires had no qualms about
battlmg those who would destrcw,r them i

~ But these “chosen,” as they were rumored to call
";'themselves, didn't play by the vampires’ rules. Most
 tracked their quarry surreptitiously, amassing informa- :
" tion on each vampire they hunted until they had enough

~ tomake a precise strike before fading back into the shad- - -
- ows. They even seemed to have unusual abllltles that _

~could combat a vampire’s supernatural powers. i

“In many ways, the hunters used vamplres ‘most
: successful techmques on- thern — stealth secrecy, :




patlence. The hunters effectweness was undemable
‘As undead were destroyed in ever greater numbers, -

= the remaining vampires grew almost. hysterical with - i
fear and concern. The mortals’ mission was disquiet- =

ing enough, but became all the more disturbing due
to the mystery they presented. Where did these mor-

tals learn the secrets of vampires? How had they gar~
- nered the unusual talents that allowed them to stand

~ against the might of the undead? Was their recent
_appearance c01nc1dence, or was some hldden force '_

~ directing them? . iy iy
. “Inthe begmmng, these hunters performed aser
: _vnce," Inyanga said as these thoughts flashed through

Beckett’s mind. “This may sound unusual, coming =

~ from one such as we are. They destroyed the undead,

L it is true, but they found only t'h'e weak and stupid.
* They culled the herd, stripping away the infirm who

< have emcrged in such mumbers of late, like ants boil-

ing from a disturbed hill- They eradicated those of
our kind who proved the most threatening to humans, -
and likewise who would most l1kely reveal our ex1st- s
~ ence to the living.” :
~“Youhave a pomt, Mothet lnyanga,” Beckett sald
e mulhng it over. “A lot of the younger generations don’t
- have the good sense to keep theiractions hidden be-
- hind the Masquerade: We don’t have to kill the liv-
ing to survive,even flourish. But they act Ilke they’re i
~in'some kind of movie.” - - .

S “lmpetuous childer have long taken extreme ac-

. 'tlon- it is the way of youth,” Inyanga agreed before -

returning to the subject of hunters. “Know also that .
those who stalk us keep their actions hidden from oth-

ers of their kind. These kine see the futility of trying

 toreveal our existence through their photographsand - :




videétape‘s'."An'd since the undead léave no bodies

- when they are destroyed, the hunters leave little evi-

- dence of their efforts. They work in secret, from our
kind and theirs, hoping to protect those they love 3
~without ever revealmg what theydo.” * -~
" "“So they cut our weakest links without screammg" L
5 to the world that we exist. Put that way, you rmght %5
7 Say they’re doing us a service.” :

" -She revealed the faintest ghost of a smlle “You Fh
~ see where I lead you, young one. The hunters also

- discover those among us who are strong and power- -
~ ful. Those of us who'live in secret from the greater

- world, who do nothmg to thréaten the Masquerade,
as you call it Now even those of us who have no in-
tent to destroy the kine, who sustain our existence,
are in'danger.” Beckett noted Inyangasmtetestmg way

- of desctibing vampires’ habit of feeding on humans,

- but said nothing: “It seems those whoguide undead
; pohcv, the so-called Archons and justicars and ptinces,
were too caught up ih their own struggles to recog-
- nize the full ramifications when the ‘chosen’ kine first
- appeared. So the hunters have grown into a signifi-

~ cant threat. It is possible that those who flock to their —
- cause might someday eradicate us utterly

i - Beéckett shot Inyanga anappraising look ashe
% ad]usted his dark ‘glasses. Most of her’ speech lacked
~emotional inflection. “Though not a ' morniotone; her
* voice was as much under her control as her musclés

were. It was due to Beckett’s significant sklll inread-

ing others — especially others of his kind — that he -

- sensed a wistful quality to her wotds. He didn’t think

- the crone was suicidal, but he got the distinct impres-

sion that Inyanga might not mind if the hunters =~

 cleared away all vampires. Something to follow up on,




~ though it would have to wait for another time: lt ap-"
e peared Inyanga was wrapping up her point. -
* “Most of our brethren wish to take action againSt -
: these mortals, to destroy them as they would us. That
. may be necessary, but1 believe we should find out -
- what we can before we do. Movmg rashly could prove ;

' ‘dangemus for us” :
~ “Know yout enemy, you meah. 2

5 Inyanga made a shrug w:th a phantom' qun‘k of i
: '_ one ‘eyebrow. '

Beckett retained ¢ the habit of SIghmg, and dld SO NOW.

. "l may be known for sticking my nose into otherpeopies

secrets, but I didn’e think Thad a reputation for placing .

: ‘_ - my head in the lion’s mouth.” Inyanga gave him an in-
 scrutable look, so Beckett abandoned mixed metaphors -
for straight talk. “Checking into these hunters is a fine

~idea. T think it’s good sense to find out why theyareso =
skilled at hunting us down. And I'm no neonate 10 years.

- outof the grave; I can take care of myself. <
] must say though ‘Mother Inyanga, that Tdort

: rehsh the notion of getting on the trail of people whose ..

- “sole purpose is dedicated to leavmg me spread—eagled ;
- onsome rooftop at sunrise”
* “Youritreverence i well‘kno\vn among our kmd o
young one: You question even the eldest of us on the -

. most sensitive of topics. You pursue mysteries with

- passionand tenacity. You expose secrets Others had

- even forgotten exnsted B e -

o “Flatterér” j ~ i

o lnyanga ‘took the efore to turn Her head to mdlcate 2
- her mixture of doubt and disappointment. “You tell me

- . thatsuch words are mere hyperbole then? That youhave |

; ':no real mtewst in mvstery, no deswe to dlsclose the truth?’ v




- Beckett smlled ‘He knew she Was- playmg hlm, :
o and she knew he knew. Such a transparent attempt at
- guile was what made it effective: She must understand

- him well t6 know he wouldn’t respond to the dra-
- matic cloak-and-dagger routine that so many vam-
pires attempted. A creature of few pretensions butan

_intolerance for pretension itself, was Beckett. None

of this byplay meant anything, of course. Inyangahad

 offered up what she wanted Beckett to do. Ifhe wanted -

- to learn anything from her about his own putsuits, he =
o _would have to discover something of worth to the
- crone. She hadn't offered up the whole story, though.

- “So you’d like fo fmd out what makes these vam-

o pire hunters tick. Ata guess, l’d say destroymg thmgs ;

- like us is what dnves them.”

.. “There is more to them than that, Young one. I
L spoke of something stirred by the recent ghost storm.
I sense a convergence, some bond with or kinship to

- the hunters, some vital tie that we must discern if we

are to know what fate holds in store for our kind.”

“You think they might be workmg with ghosts or
,'_some other force to learn our secrets, you mean?”

~ She raised one wrinkled hand, as if in dismissal of .
; Becketts question. “I do not know. Nor, do I think, does
- anyother undead know what they are or what they plan :
! rhmk it is more than the obvious, however”. '
. ‘Beckett wondered if she was being cryptic on pur—
b pose ‘but was surprised to see honest confusion in her
“eyes. “All right. I know others have been poking into
~the matter; shouldn’t bedifficult to learn what they
" have uncovered.” He knew Inyanga could have done
- this herself, but shé wanted to steer clear of vampiric
- society. Not surprising, she was known to keep her
* own counsel, and the conflict between Camarilla and



Sabbat was makmg everyone even fnore cautiousthan
~usual. It should be easy to get the answers she wanted.
“A night’s work to relate what intelligence ‘others had

- scrounged and he could get on with his own studies. o

 He was used to much more difficulc tradeS' 1|: was nice
- to have an easy one fora change: - Hg

"= “Do not rely solely ori what the undead leam, .
: In\ranga cautioned, as if sensing his thoughts.

“l never do, Mother Inyanga We re natural hars
e

2 ahd loped back to the lair he’d arranged 1 northwestof
 the city, pondering his meeting with Inyanga. Such
encounters like that were common among his kind

Beckett shpped frorn the ;:emetery hke a whlspel' 2

— rendezvous in the dead of night in some desolate

place, trades of innuendo and mference to arrange the
- best deal possible, seldom with a true understanding
_ of all the variables involved. He’d assumed he would
- have to owe Inyanga a favor or carry out some task
~before moving on to the topic he was mterested m. It
'__was the cost of domg Businesss T miian
- Investigating these * ‘chosen” mortais would be
s dangerous. but Beckett wasn’t concerned. Neither did

it worry him that he was an- anthropologlst, are

- searcher, not a detective. A mystery was a mystery in
 his opinion, ‘and Inyanga had figured out his attrac-
 tion to puzzles. Not an unusual trait among his kind;
~ vampires tended to hoard knowledge and trade in se- -
~ crets. In a society of immortals, knowledge was the
most valuable currency. It was more than that for
Beckett. He didn’t dismiss the usefulness of the se-

_crets he learned but that wasn’t the reason for his .

_pursuits. It was more the process itself — the thrlll Of 4
= dlSCOVel'Y, of laymg bare the truth :

LAY DOWNWTT‘H LIONS |




~“He had enough of a reputation for this sortof thing
_ that he’d grown used to solving mysteries for various
- of his kind in exchange for information. Often they”

. were pursmts in which he already had an interest,so

" he wasn’c put out by the prospect. (Not that he re- -
- vealed this to those with whom he bartered.) The -

- matter for Inyanga fell into that category. He'd known

- about these vampire hunters for some time — it was -

- impossible not to have heard the frightened talesother
- undead shared. Beckett’s habits were far from predict- -
. able and he already exercised natural precautions dur-

: ing his travels, so he didn’t feel an immediate threat -
“from hunters. It would be hard for a skilled supernatu-

ral mvestngator — someone rather like Beckett him-

- self —to track him down, let alone a bunch of stum-
. bling mortals. While he lacked any real concern for -
~ his personal safety, he couldn’t ignore the threat they
- posed. Indeed, that made thern all the more interest-
T mg a mystery. o - Ao
: The possﬂ:nhty of cheir mvolvement w1th some
iy supematural agency was intriguing. ‘Was it a move by

oL the Sabbat or Camarilla againist their opponerit? Ifso,

it had backfired, since the hunters were taking down

2 vampires regardless of affiliation. Spirits made foran
- intriguing possibility, though from what he understood - -

- it was difficult for ghosts to communicate with the

~living. Perhaps the “ghost storm” lnyanga mentloned
- mlght have changed thmgs ol

~ Beckett grinned in the cold mght Yes, fie'conld
- check with other vampires and see what they'd
scrounged up. It would provide a satisfactory answer -
to Inyanga’s question. But there was plenty of mys-

~ tery for him to dig into. Why should he leave the fun '

to someone else? - -




Beckett fhttecl through the Chl“ mght ait, hls :

: chlrps creating a sound painting of the terrain below. -
* The last structures of downtown fell away as the ex-
panse of Grant Park unfolded before him. Lake Michi-
~ gan was a flat frozen sheet beyond. The Art Institute
~of Chicago registered as a mountain of imposing mass,
details becoming more pronounced as he neared. It
made for an impressive sonar picture, ‘though sight was
- needed to take in the institute’s full grandeur. Say what
- you would about mortals; they acoompllsh amazmg
feats when they put their minds toit.-+ . :

.He glided down, targeting the near oorrter of the - e

roof. Still a few feet up and slowed to a walking pace,
* Beckett willed his form to change. His wings shriveled
- as his limbs grew, his pelt transformed to clothing, and
 his demonic bat face smoothed and expanded to be-
come human in form. He trotted a couple yards as he
finished his landing, his boots crunching the old snow -
- on the roof. Adjusting the sleeves on his battered sheep-
3 skm jacket, Beckett strolled over to the rooftop door.
A young vampire stood by the door. “What's up,
: bat man?” the guard said, affecting a’ dlsmterested sneer
to cover his surprise at Beckett’s arrival. . s
- Beckett let slide without comment the neonate’s :
- attempt at attitude. *I don’t suppose this city hasa -«
o new pl’ince Yet?” L A Y i e AR it




- The man shook his head, unisure of how he should -
i ‘handle the stranger before hlm “Why, you 1ookm for' s
s 'the gigl” S

" Beckett srnlled “Anv of the pnmogen here tomghtr’ o
. “Couple of ‘em. Down by one of the Chinese ex- -
--hrblts ” The guard relaxed at mention of ranking vam- -~
* pires. Easiest to pass the buck, Beckett sensed. ‘
B Beckett didn’t bother asking for directions. He'd been
L e & vhic kit beforé: Beckett slipped through the door
- and made his way downstairs, sparing little thought for .
- the ease with which he'd gained accéss to this favorite of -
the undead gathiering places. The Art Institute was con?
“sidered Elysium, a neutral site where all visitors were ex-

- pected to avoid physical conflict. (Verbal friction and

- scheming was expected, if not downright encouraged.) -
Since Elyslum was ostermbly a place of safety for all, a
vampire broke the rules at great peril to his continued ex- -
istence. The guard on the roof wasn't even necéssary;

- Beckett figured he was theré either to guide some pending
._v151t0r oras pumshment for some minor transgressron :

““He passed a few peoplé on the way; giving each a £

' 'slrght nod but otherwise sparing them little attention.

- Beckett made quite an impression‘on them, éven if

“they didn’t ‘impress him. His preternatural hearing

 caught the whispered conjécture that bounced off the
- high white walls as he passed. A visiting vamplre was

‘rare enough add in one of Beckett’s age — though by
‘no means among the oldest undead Beckett was an

"~ ancient and powerful creatl.ire - ancl hls presence 1n

- Chicago was worth comment ity
~ Aside from faint amuseéimerit at sofie of the com:

. "ments he overheard — no more than variations on

- “who's that?” — Beckett spared the other nocturnal
- visitors no thought. They might have been vampires



; en]oymg ‘the after«hours exhibits, or ghouls, mortais £
- who'd imbibed the blood of the undead, amusing them-
~ selves while their masters chatted with fellow undead.

Whatever their reasons for being at the Art Institute, =

it had no bearing on his own pursuits. For that, only '
: . the primogen would be worth talkmg to.

'He found his quarry gathered near a small d:spiay of

a7 calhgraphy Two members of the primogen council stood i
amid a gagglé of hangers-of. He'd met with one of the

~ primogen, a scholarly ereature named Critias, on previ- -

- ous visits to the Windy City. The freakish beast speaking |

-~ to him as'an equal Beckétt suspected was the spymaster
- Khalid. The half-dozen others were subordi inates — sec-
."retanes, sycophants ot security; take your pick i
" Beckett’s footsteps rang on the marble, gwmg the :
-~ group plenty of time to look him over. The conversation -
ground to a halt as eight pairs of eyes took his measure. -

~ Murmurs; raised ey'ebfows and other evidence of surprise :
- swept the group as he neared, dying down to expectant

' stlllness when'he stopped a few paces from the primogen.
By the rules of Cainite society, as'a guest in a new

city Beckett was supposed to inform the community

- of hisarrival and ask permission to visit. He’d beenin
_ the area for a few days already, but hadn’t bothered to
~ present himself. Since he’d planned on meeting with
~Inyanga and then leaving, it would have been noth-

ing but a waste of his time. But he had llttle chiice’ /e

_now that he’d taken on her assignment. .

Like Elysium, presenting oneself was one of many -

' _'rules vampires had developed through the years. Typi-

cally, a vampire came before the top Undead, the prince. .

- The problem with Chicago was that it had no prince.
~ The last one, Lodin, was slain duringa flare-up of aggres-

sion among the supematural some years back. Itwasap-

»: parently nota coup —or 1f it was, the potentlal usurper :




S also.s'laih,“éihcé 1o ohe assur‘ned ﬂié"méﬁtle of lead-
~__ership when the dust settled. That left the primogenas
- the closest thing tod ruling body. A council comprised

~ of the eldest and most powerful vampires active in the

- city, the primogen acted as advisors to the prince and
- representatives of vatious factions. Which, in practice,
‘meant they tried to manipulate the prince for theirown
- ends. Each primogen was a significant power in his own -
. tight; Beckett reasoned none made the play for prince -

- since it would restrict their influenice. Not to mention

- make them more of a target for any future conflict.
_ Chicago’s primogen co_uncd now acted as a more demo- -
- cratic ruling body, deciding issues among the undead com-
~ munity by majority vote and in general carrying 6n nicely -
- in'the absence of a prince. One of the advantages of this
 arrangement,-as far as Beckett was concerned, was that -
~showing himself to a member of the prlmogen was less
~ formal — and therefore less of a headache — thana
typical meeting with a prince. Beckett seldom stood on
5 -cetemony, and took any means to avoid it. S
. “Hello, Critias,” Beckett said as he mchned hls' j
head “And Khalid al-Rashid, I presume?” .. - s
viniThey returned his nod, though notas cleeply An _
e _expressnon flitted across the ruin that was Khalid’s face
- toofast for Beckett to interpret. Critias said, “Beckett?
_This is a surprise! We haven t seen one another 1n, .

 what? Twenty years"

. “Give or take.” Beckett lhdulged hlmself checkmg. ;
 the reactions of the rest of the group whilehe took in the -
- hall. They were doing t their best to appear ununpressed

It wasn't every day that the renowned vampiric scholar

and elder known as Beckett appeared among fellow -

_Cammes but they were domg their best to make it seem
that way. The general expression was one of curiosity
~ mixed w1th unease, though the woman on the far right



flat-6ut sneered. Beckett had expected to tmake ani im-
pression, but there was something about their reactions -

that puzzled him. Despite the safety Elysium offered,

- Beckett sensed he might not be safe here. Unsute of where
the source of this discomfiture came from, Beckett fo-

 cused on presenting a relaxed front while kicking up his

senses a notch. “Looks like the place is holding up well.”

S M you mean the' .I_nsntute. yes, she endures the - &
‘years with venerable grace,” Critias replied. Having

 been'a small old man tending toward plump whenhe
became a vampire, Critias was the very picture of an
_ancient scholar..Which is what he’d been back in
‘Greece, half a millennia before the ‘time of Christ.

Critias was partial to the robes of his living days, but
“tonight he wore a dapper tweed suit.‘ Though small, -

 the creature wore a mantle of wisdom that lent him a
stature far beyond his five feet in height. He'd been a
~ key playet in a number of undead and mortal events -
~ through history. Beckett had -‘inteﬁriewéd Critias a
number of times, the ancient vampire’s insights into

 the time of Carthage and Constantinople helpful in * .
fleshing out what Beckett knew of early vampiric so-

- ciety. Beckett thought it strange that Critias settled
~in Chicago; it wasn’t a hotbed of advanced thought.”
- But perhaps the present political circumstances in the
- Camarilla sect gave him the opportunity to indulge in

 the theories of démocratic rule he loved to'espouse.

.+ ¢ Critias was animated for a vampire of his age. He -
“retained 'many géstures and mannerisms that undead
~ far younget than he had long ago dispensed with: Most
notably, Critias 1oved to talk. An intellectual, philoso-
.-pher and skilled debater, he enjoyed any conversational

~ digression. A simple observation —suchasanoff-hand - -

- comment about a museum - could set him off forhours.
: '_Beckett wondered lf he would be sub]eCt to pomtless




- _ramblings for the rest of the night. He had no problem
snubbing his peers, but walklng outon a vamplre of :

: Crmas stature was not a wise move. ;
' The othet primogen spoke before Ctmas could
: begm digressing. “Beckett; I have heard of you,” Khalid

: - said, as if only now was Beckett’s éxisténce confirmed. -
: < The primogen dipped his head again. It was the only
- movement he made aside from eyes that flashed about,

_catching every little detail of those around him. It was
~ less paranoia than acute observatlon Beckett was sure
B nothmg got past Khalid al-Rashid. i Fit
L Conversely, the vampire would be lmposs1ble for any-
i 'one to forget. Thiough taller than Critias if he stood up
 straight, Khalid’s spine was so warped his head was barely
four feet from the floor. His limbs were the hairless ex--

 tremitiesof a spider, and his sunken chest folded on top

of abulbous stomach. His head was elongated, like some-
- one had grabbed his chin and the back of his skull and -
- pulled. Stringy hair hung in oily clumps from his scalp. .

Ry téedjutted fromni blackenied gumé with no cles

consensus as to which way they should point. Khalid’s -

~ skin was parchment-thin and splotchy; the ivory com-
- mon to the undead marred by bright red boils the color

_ of steamed lobster. A portion of his face was a charred
~mess, the tesult of exposure to fire or the sun. Beckett
- could see tendons along his jaw and even a hint of bone.
~ A'large World War I-era German greatcoat hung about

- him, obscuring whatever clothing he wore and giving
- him the impression of being the failed result of some bi-
~ zarré proto-Nazi experiment at creating the Ubermensch.

A foul haze hung about Khalid, the faint stench of burnt

- flesh and sulfur. Disgusting though the primogen was to

- look at, he was no different from others of his kind: A -

- member of the Nosferatu clan, vampires as renowned for

b their secrecy as for their h1deous appearance



As a rule Vamplrt‘:s were not squeamish: Part of '
the curse — or gift, depending on' how one looked at

it — of vampirism was to carry within you a primal »

“savagery, a thirst for blood and destruction. Most

undead strove to keep the Beast in check; let loose, it~

~would soon destroy the :vampire. But the hideous
Nosferatu had a quality that turned the stomach of
“even the most iron-willed Cainites. Even the Nosferatu -
 themselves were disgusted with how they appeared,

. though they considered it part of their punishment of -

~ what they had become. Cainite society would have
 ostracized them were it not for the fact that they were
- the best mtelllgence experts ever to walk the earth.

Through the centurieés, Beckett had deveioped a

'number of undead and mortal contacts around the s

world who aided i in his pursuits. Unfortunatelv, his

Jleads in Chu:ago — at least, those aware of the super-

natural — were destroyed in the same struggle that

killed the citys prince. He'd yet to take the time to
establish new conhnections, and remgned himself to -~ =

~ dealing with the larger Cainite network to léarn what
“he needeéd. The Nosferatu in this city would have an
“intelligence network far surpassing anything Beckett -
could ever hope to develop. And controlling the flow
of all this, the spider at the center of the web, was the
Nosferatu primogen. Beckett had never met Khalid,
‘but knew the vampire’s reputation. Khalid was well-

informed even for one of his ilk. He was also quite the

recluse; it 'was a stroke of luck to find him there. If

-anyone could give Beckett a comprehenswe rundown =

of mortal activity in the area, it was Khalid al-Rashid.
 “What brings you to 6ur city?” Khalid continued.
1 “Reséarch,” Beckett said. He 1rnag1ned this would

pique their interest. Though for different feasons, the =~
two prlmogen shared an acute cunosny toward matters




“of learning and investigation. Quite likely they were at
the Art Institute that mght to d1scuss some obscure :

+scholarly pursuit. - e

20 ndeed,” Cl‘ltlaS said. “Your work focuses on the

origins of our kind, as'T recall. What lies in Chicago

 that would bring you closer to such understanding?”

: “Tomght I'm looking into somethmg else,”
Beckett evaded. “I was wondermgwhat is knowu about-

: ;the tise of vampire hunters.”

~ Another wave of murmurs swapt the hangers-on,' _
o and afew even stepped away from Beckett. Like the .-
~mere mention of their mortal foes would bring them
leaping from his brow. The 1 primogen were too old and
savvy to show much reaction, but Beckett sensed the

~ subject was onie that otcupled them a lot of late.

 “The kiné who hunt Calmtes Intriguing. It is a
S toplc on many tongues in recent nights,” Khalid ob-

. served, his speech retaining a flavor of its Arabic ori-

_gins. Glittering black eyes speared him. ‘What do you
; -hﬂpe to gain from such studies?” .

. “Thope toavoid being staked.” ' Beckettf flashed a bnef

srm]e “I am simply curious. Fmrnwhatl understand, these

~ mortals are different from those who've hunted us in the

- past. 1 hope to find out what it is that makes them so, arid

 what their goals are. Asn:le from the obvious, of course.”
_ “Interesting.” - LG ,

I think so.”

7 Alook passed beh&een the pnmogen 50 faSt Beckett :
wasn’t even sure it happened. “Walk with us,” Khalid

- said in"a tone that made it clear the rest of the group

~“wasn’t welcome. The small gathering dispersed, the
* younger vampires doing their best not to look disap-
pointed. Critias made a sweeping gesture to Beckett and
'-.began aslow walk dovm the hall. Khalld mok a p0$1t10n

""..



 to Beckett's Other snde and s‘klttered sideways, his large

~ coat undulating in counterpoint to his movements. - -

* Beckett wasn'’t sure why this topic called for a one-
~ on-one (well, a two-on-one). There was an undercur

- renthere. Still not sure of what he was picking up, Beckett -

~ walked, silent; between the primogen, letting themmake
 the first move. Critias spoke as they entered a new hall.

* “Ifind it curious that you stated matters as’ you 1did. After S
- "'all your presumptlon is not quite correct.” L
- “Which presumption is that?” - e
Gt “That these mortals hunt vampﬂes ” He waved a

 hand like some oyal. “From what we've leamed they i
do not limit theu' efforts s0.” S

- Beckett wasn’t about to ask the 0bv10us of what L
i 'do you mean?” since ‘it would just be an ego stroke;

‘acknowledging Critias’ great cleverness. He had little
- tolerance for this kind of condescending speechifying
~and just nodded. Critias let the silence extend foran-
other few seconds until it became clear Beckett wasn’t

- poing to provide him with the verbal prompt he’d

~ wanted. “By that | mean these kine hunt down any
and all supernatural creatures they find. There is an-

-+ ecdotal evidence that lupines and wraiths and even

*other, more obscure, creatures suffer at their hands.”

- .. ~Vampires andwerewolves and ghosts?Oh my. “That
- puts anew complexion ori things. I'd heard it was pos-
- sible some agency was somehow backing the hunters’

~ efforts. It could still be, I suppose, though 1 doubt it if |

- what you say is true. Not if mortals are workingona
- coordinated global scale, not if they're still recemng i

: asswtance, and not if they're taking on all comers.”

: - The elders shared another quick glance. “We
e have had similar suspn::ons You know much of these

S hunters already




R “Nothmg eyond a cutsory look and what SCElt'
--tered details’ I'(re heard around.” -

‘Khalid turned, the charred skm on h‘.lS forehead .

cracklng open hnd oozing pus as he raised one eyebrow.

| am surprised! I would think that one sich as you would i
] have amassed d great deal of knowledge on the subject.”
*Beckett thought the Nosferatu was referring to
__.Beckett s investigative capabilities. Then he caught the

- gleam in the ancient one’s eye and wondered again if
- there was another agenda at work here. “T've been busy
~ with my own pursuits for some time,” he said, testing the

- waters. “Off in the hinterlands, away from civilization. 1

& only just learned of the conflict between Camarillaand
= Sabbat, not to mentidh this business with the mortals.”
- “Recently, you say? And s0 do you also remain

i lgnorant of what your clan has done recently?”

© . There it was. “I know that Xaviar- seceded Clan
Gangrel from the Camarilla, just as matters were heat-
- ing up between the Camarilla and the Sabbat. But -

~ you should know, if youknow of me as you say, | have i
© operated mdependent of the clan for some time.”

7 “Doyou say you have ho loyalty to your kmcl?” e
- Critias asked.: :

E “My kind? We are all offshOOts of the satme stirce.

o ‘The fact-that my blood is tainted in a different fash-

- ‘ion from either of yours is of small distinction com-
 pared to the fact that we are, all of us, vampires.”

* “You continte to avoid stating your position,” Khahd. i

G _jpressed “Are you with them or are you with us?”

“I may be of theé Gangrél line, just as you re

__.Nosferatu or Critias is of the Brujah clan. But that
~ - doesn’t encompass all of who I am. Xavier may speak:

- for the clan but he doesn’t speak for me; if you gét my
meamng HOWever, ne1ther does that mean that I’ve



- broken from the pack.” Beckett took a couple steps
- back to direct his attention to-both of them at once
~ (and to give himself more of a running start should it
- come ‘down to that). “It’s a silly claim to make any-
- way. Ours is a clan of loners, after all. And even if you:
* discount all of that, what is ‘the matter! The worst
~seems to have blown over between Cam and Sabbat, -

- 50 it’s hot as if you need more soldiers for your war.” -
~“+ “I note that you seem to have been conveniently
absent during the entirety of that conflict,” Critias said.

“Yes,and? As I said, I was pursumg other matters.
: lt s alarge world, and there is mote going on in it than
vampires battling one another.” Beckett didn’t think
 that jab would ¢lose the subject, and he was right. -
Khalid’s eyes glittered from an inner light. “You
. refer again to these ‘other matters.’ Perhaps your pur— :
 suits are not scholarly in nature?”

Beckett didn’t know what the hell the ancient crea- i

ture meant by that; then he made an intuitive leap. “Wait
aminute. You keep hinting about what you think I should
- know about the hunters, then browbeat me about the

clansecession. You can’t suggest that the Gangrel are
- somehow in league with the hunters?!” Stony silence
- greeted his outburst. Beckett flashed his gaze between
the two ancient undead. “The idea is flawed on 50 many A

 levels; I don’t even know where to begin.””

“Anothér pause, then Khalid’s calm voice: “You Stl“
: do not say where you stand, Gangrel.”

- Eyes blazing behind his dark glasses, Beckett'
clenched hisfists and suppressed a growl. His bloodline

- was agreed to be the most animalistic of vampires. They
preferred living close to nature, eschewing civilization

~ to roam the wilds of the world. Living byinstincthad
its aclvantages but came wnth its share of llrmtatlons e

48 LAY DOWN WITH 1_101'\!5 |




. Ll.ke bemg a blt hot-headed, reactmg before thinking. -

i Beckett was enraged at the wild accusations these two
were hinting at. That they were suspicious of him be-
- cause his clan had split from the greater organization of

. the Camarilla was bad enough. He wanted to tear into

~these paranoid buffoons and show them they all bled
the same. He'd long thought the distinction of clans

~ was petty and meaningless beyond an anthropological ;
~ level. Then add the idea that he was working with mor-

- tals to eradicate other supernaturals? Insanity. Surely

tearing those smug expressions off their faces would
prove to them how flawed their assumptions were! A
- red haze lowered across his vision as the Beast within
- himstirred. With effort, Beckett restrained his impulses.
‘He was old and powerful enough that he might get the

- best of one of the primogen, but that didn’t make ita

~smart move. Regardless of the political consequences, -

- taking on both for pomtiess Teasons was so far beyond e
' _stupld there wasn't even a word for it. :

ol stand,” he ﬁnally choked out, “on myovm two feet.” k
Beckett sensed the primogens’ instinctive response -

1o lns rising fury. Tension crackled among them, the

three ¢lder vampires a twitching nerve away frorn fly-
~ ing into bloody violence.

“Welcome to Chicago; .Betket.t of Clan Gangrel o

Khalid whispered after a moment. “But exercise cau-

tion durlng your visit. The city can be dangerous
e : eve. : 2

Beckett was t06 rattled to contcntrate on c:hang-

i -mg forms, 50 he left the Institute by a rear-exit and
 stalked north on Michigan Avenue. He'd walked into -

that like some neonate barely out of the frenzy of his

- rebirth. Shit. A pair of primogen had as much as said

 they suspected him of consorting with the enemy. They




it _'couldn t beheve the Gaﬂgrel had faﬂen in w1th kme =

- that the feral 3 vamplres were conspiring with mortals to

~ destroy Cainites — indeed, supernatural creatures in .

- general. No, at best they might wonder at the possibil- 0

ity. He noticed his hands had sprouted talons and forced -
- himself to calm'down. Must look ready to kill, stalking

 around like thiis: He jammed his fists in his jacket pock- -

ets and took a deep; cleansing breath of frigid air.

180 they were suspicious. But why? It'was a ridicu-

: _lous claim, lacking any supporting evidence. At least.
“in his mind. ‘So how wére they seeing thmgs differ-

: -__'ently? Beckett considered the facts and suppositions
' inan attempt to'gain some mmght mto where Cntlas =

-and Khalid were coming from.

For centuries the Gangrel were the Camanlias foot 5

; 'soldlers ‘They were savage combatants who could give

- even the dreaded weréwolves a runfor their money.

Xaviar, leader of the Gangrel, had broken the clan from
the vampiric community of the Camarilla after somé

crazed and powerful Cainite slaughtered a number of

- Gangtel. Beckett didn’t know many of the details; when

~ it happened he’d been on the bottom of the Mediterra:
~nean Sea looking for a sunken ship rumored to carryar

- tifacts from an ancient vampire city. That mad vampire =
~hadsince been destroyed, but for Xaviarand most Gangrel -

it was a matter of tdo little, too late. Set aside the indig-
~ nity of having a score of his best and brightest torn apart
by a'single opponent and Xaviar still had a valid point.

- ‘Any time there was trouble, the Gangrel got dumpedon 3

-~ the front lines to take the brunt of it. So, carrying a grudge,

~ -the Gangrel left the picture as the Sabbat made a ma;or 2

: -'push to eradicate its great rival the Camarilla. -

Then there was the matter of the: hunters They i

3 started coming after vampires about the same time the

-Gangrel Spllt from the Camarilla. Was it before or after _ S
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or the same time, th'oug'h-? Beckett wasn't certain, but
he was pretty sure it wasn’t before. So-as far as the tim-

~ ing was concerned, one could argue it was a funny co-

- incidence that Clan Gangrel broke ranks as these mys-
- terious and effective hunters came on the scene: Plus, -
- the kine were very effective at taking out vampires. (Pre-

~ sumably other things that went bump in the mght also S0

Cif Cntlas observatlon was accurate. }: ok

~So could one conjecture that dlsgruntled Gangrel _
were enlisting loyal mortals as their agents, supplying
_ them with'information on the weaknesses of vampires
- and werewolves and ghosts (oh my)? Beckett had to

- admit that; upon the surface of it, one could.

Sy ‘He turned his thoughts to the problems w1th that
: 'hypothems, the biggest of which was motive. Why

2 would the: Gangrel ‘do such a thing? What did they -

_":-_have to gain? The obvious thing was power, but the
~clan wasn’t known to crave it. In fact, along with be-
- ing peerless warriors and the power to take on the forms

~of animals, most Gangrel shared the desire to be left

~alone. So it didn’t make any sense. Critias and Khalid -
- had to know that; hell, they’d been around for centu- -
~ ries longer than Beckett. They probably understood
the habits of Clan Gangrel better than he did. Becketr
- frowned, considering further. Perhaps not. They may
not have run across one of his kind for millennia. Af- -

- terall, in bygone ages there were far fewer 'vampires, :

- just as there were fewer mortals to prey upon. Now,
. although the recent Camarilla-Sabbat conflict pared
~ down the number of Cainites, you were still bcmnd to

~ bump into one most anywhere you went.
-~ Beckett stopped halfway across the bl‘ldge span— '
* ning the Chicago River, surprise dropping his jaw. They

~ couldn’t be thinking that, could they? Did they sus- -
- pect the Gangrel were dlrectmg mortals to eradu:ate



other supématural creaturés so that they could have

- the world to themselves? Just Gangrei ancl their kme
o herds. llvn'ig happily ever after? - 3 .
It was insane. Beckett didn’t keep close tabs Wlth

' _l'ns clanmates, but he knew full well that wasn't the
- case. He doubted the primogen would accept his word -
 for it. Beckett’s lips sketched a'thin smile.'He was sup-

~ posed to puzzle out the mystery of the kine hunters for

 Inyanga; looked like he might want to gwe Cntlas o

and Khalid a copy of his final report.

~So he was back where he'd started: investlganng i
: gnoup who would stake him sooni as speak to him. Worse,

even. Instead of atiy aid, he would suffer everythingfrom . |

- mild snubbing to outright hosnllty from the city’s vam-
pire populatlon Given the current cm:urnstanc&s, hehad -

~ asuspicion that Inyanga had ulterior motives in setting
~him'on this coursé. She claimed she was téo far out of

- theloop to know what was going on. Yet she was Gangrel,

~ ashe was Not only that, she was amember of Chicagos
 “primogen council. Did she suspect her fellow elders’ sus-

picions? Was Beckett being used as bait? Hé would be
4 nalve to think otherwise, given the circumstances:

: Thoughgenerallyacreature of hisword, Becketthad - o
f no ‘problem breaking it in the face of betrayal. For the
~moment, it seemed that discovering the forces at work
_ behind the “chosen” mortals was still his best course of -~
~action. Trustnobne and stay sharp and he WOulcl be fme Bk,

]ust hke alw:avs

Becl(ett grow]ed in frustratlon He’d sunmsed that

: 'smce Critias and Khahd were suspicious of the
Gangrel ‘the rest of the vampire populace in Chicago

- was bound to be swapping rumor and innuendo. He
: flgured hls best bet at gleanmg mformatlon Was o




contact fellow Gangrel. This was a challenge in itself;

- wanderers as they were, most of his kind didn’t have
_~ permanent addresses. Plus, in the year since the
~ troubles that split off the clan, many of his kind had

~ moved to even more secluded areas. Since the Gangrel -

- themselves were often on the move, Beckett pursued
secondary leads, mortals and more sedentary Cainites

- ~who were sympathetic to the clan. Luckily, Beckett -
could track a decent number of them by phone and
- the Internet, saving him the tedious necessity of run--

~ ning around the Midwest for the next few nights. o
. Shortly before dawn, he discovered a Gangrel he -
- knew by the name of Augustus had moved to Chicago

~ some months before. The lackey with whom Beckett .

- spoke was happy to set an appointment for the next

night. Beckett looked forward to getting some solid
leads from areliable source... only to arrive a few hours

. ~ after nightfall to find the place burned to the ground.

- His talons dug into the stonewall he crouched atop,
- surveying the damage. Some cosmic force was toying with
~him, cutting off every leadhe pursued. He considered that
‘paranoia was a good idea at this point. He wasn’t going to
“cut and run, though: Better to discover what happened
and how it might relate to him. After all, this fire might be -

.  afreak accident. He didn’t thirk so, but he could hope. -

- Consideting he’d spoken to one of Augustus’ peoplé.
.late the previous night, it was clear the fire ‘occurred

~not long ago. His sensitive nose registered the lingering

- stench of burnied wood and melted plastic, but the site
- wascold and dead. Beckett guessed it happened some- -
time in the morning, perhaps even near dawn, after his
3 call Coincidence seemed less likely by the moment.
. Scanning from his perch Beckett saw the place
: looked like it had blown up rather than burned down.
- The heat had melted all the old snow surroundlng the



Seiplater burned wreckage lay amid frozen mud churned
- up by the firemen tramping around in a futile attempt
 tostop the fire. Debris was strewn to the wall that ringed
~ the property. The twisted blob of a melted telephone
lay in the frozen grass below him; scorched metal lawn
“care implements — a twisted lawnmower blade, the

mangledfanofarake—Werescatterednearby Hedidn’t -

bother trying to ideritify the other residue covering the" e
 lawn. His attention was on the structures. el

*Clouds had rolled in durmg the day to OBsCure the 2

- new mioon, making the night even darker than usual. :

- Not that it mattered to Beckett. His preternatural senses

- aided him in‘looking over the site. His ears plcked ip e

~ the faint creaking of brittle support timbers giving way ;
under the stress of collapsed debris. His nose sifted the

‘miasma of smells, from scorched grass and charred tim-
 ber to melted rubber and burnt flesh. His eyesshonein =
‘the night; taking in the destruction in a degree of detail =~

2 mor'tal-c'ouldn’_t match even in brightest day. .~

* He could have become a wolf and used his hyper et

- sensitive lupine riose to track down the actual sourceand

- cothposition of the accelerant, but he didn’t think that :
* level of detail was necessary. His human senses wereplenty.

sharp enough to puzzle out what happened. Even from

- fifty yards away Beckett couild see that this was not the G

: r&cult of oily rags catching alight. Maybe stored fuel or
even manure or compost, but most likely a manufactured

 explosive charge. It started in the garage. The asphalt
- led from the wrought-n'on front gates t6 circle the front

of the house with an offshoot that stopped : at a small

-~ crater. The ‘initial blast had vaporized the garage and

- ripped through a good half of the house. Whtever re-
_ _mamecl had lit up and burned to so much charcoal.

‘Blackened timbers jutted out from the founda: : '. :
tlon like the bones of some great beast He cOuld see _' s




~ portions of deeper shadow that hinted at where the
_ floor had fallen into the basement. Through the ru-
- ins he saw the half-fallen frame of a greenhouse. He

- shifted position to get a better view. No, an enclosed

- pool. Well,-once it had been enclosed; he could see

- the glitter of ice from the frozen surface, peppered

with black ¢hunks of burnt wood. He wouldn’t be
surprised if the pool was cracked from the weight of

all that ice. The firemen had more important things

~ on their minds than'draining the pool. He wondered |
why they hadn’t somehow suctioned the water tohelp
put out the fire; then dismissed the thought with a

- mental shrug. Not equipped for it, or it was too much
- of a hassle, or some other reason irrelevant to him.-

<! ‘Becketr shuddered, his hackles raised at the idea of
- venturing down thére. Even though the fire was long
" out and it looked like there was nothing left to burn, he -
‘was jittery. His instincts cried out to avoid fire. It was
the most dangerous threat a vampire could face, and

. coming near flame or even the aftermath of fire was
unnerving. He clamped his reason down upon his ani-

mal nature and leaped to the ground. As he approached

s ‘the house, he found his initial hypothesis borne out.

~ Someone had set off a powerful blast in the garage which
had resulted in the destruction of the entire estate. He
was curious about the placement; the bomb would have

~ caused more immediate and comprehensive destruction -
- if it'd been put in the house itself. Picking his way
i through the rubble, Beckett checked out ground zero.
. He found the twisted remains of two vehicles — a se-
- dan and an SUV from the look of the frames —and
~ discovered the explosion’s origin. -

~ The SUV frame looked llke it had been tumed'
~inside out, while the sedan was crushed and flattened.
i 'Beckett assumed the exploswes were packed into the :

¥ P



'had brought the explosives in himself but was forced

- "'-.SLJV-and set off while still inside. So either the bmﬁbet AL

to detonate them before he could unload them, orhe'd

~ somehow loaded them into the SUV while it was out-

side the estate and set them off after it returned. El— :

; ther way it was quite the chancy move. « = '

| He clambered out of the hole where the garage :
'use'd tobe and past whete a couple other cars also con-

sumed in the fire were parked behind it. He assumed -
- they belonged to the hired help. Circling around the

- house, Beckett took a closer look at the full extent of

the damage. Messy, but effective. From the looks of it,
~ the place was too far gone by the time the firemen
 arrived to do much more than keep it from spreading
to fhe copse that formed a crescent around the estate.

- | Comingaround the back, Beckett had a better look
At ﬂu: pool house.'He wasn’t sure what could be flam-

mable in there; it looked like it was nothing more than i

 the pool itself with a canopy around it formed by glass
~panels in a metal frame.. A number of windows were
blown out and the rest were blackened from smoke and'
flame, though; so it was ¢lear it had been on fire'as well.
He|walked over and saw something of particular inter-
est. The rim of the pool was scorched black, as if the pool
~itself had been on fire. Of course, water didn’t burn...
but'oil and gas did. On a hunch, Beckett checked mSlde i
the'small stone pump room set to one side. It has sur-
vwéd intact, though the stones were blackened with soot

* like everything else. Inside was a small storage area with

-~ various bumed implements including a number of half- -
melted plastic blobs. The stone construction had pro-
~tected the interior from the fire, so he could make out
E endugh of the shapes to see they were gas canisters. Empty

* gascanisters, he reasoned, since the heat would have been

i endugh to set them afire’ even 1n51de lnterestlng Why' :




~ bother dousing the pool and setting it on fire? It might
- have been the work of a rampant pyromamac but Beckett
: '-_-chdnt think'so. 2 s '
% He wandered back: toWard the house, debatlng
i whether to hother checking'inside. Along the way, a

e patch of disturbed ground between the main house and i

the pool caught his eye. The lawn was burned to a'crisp -

- but he could still see a narrow patch where the topsoil
~ was'churnéd up. It had been baked in the fire and later -
frozen in the winter air, providing clear evidence forsome-

" btiewho knew whit to 160k for: Béckett knelt and 1ai -

~ hisfingers over the ground. It was hard to be certain, but
~he'waspretty sure he knew what he was lookingat. The

- best way to confirm it was to check undemeath. . -
Beckett felt the blood surge to life in his veinsas

*he focused upon the ground. He sénsed an immediate
~ . connection to the frozen soil, an intimate and irresist- -
. ible call. Hisbody sank into the earth as if it were quick-
sand.-With an effort -of will, he halted his downward

- progress while his head and shoulders remained exposed.

“He passed his hands around below the disturbed patch,

his movements slow and deliberate against the resis--

~ tance of solid ground. After a few minutes of searching,

~ he-unearthed a few treasures. The pair of hands and
 length of one arm were interesting, but it was the head

~ that caught his attention. Drawing it up took an effort,

~like pulling a bowling ball from tar. Beckett let it go

- once it cleared the ground, then drew his own arms
~ 6ut. The ground became solid whete he braced his palms

- andhe used the leverage to pull himself from the earths
‘embrace. Shaking grit from his clothes, Beckett plcked ;

5 up the head and looked it over.

* "Atfirst one might mistake it foi* a rough»he“m sculp—
e ture; ithad a rocky finish and chunks of earth protruded -
- from it in places A closer look Showed it was’ stﬂl ﬂesh



i an(; bone, with 5y ugly hole where it had ohce beén at-

- tached by its neck to a body. The ‘expression; when

_Beckett turned the skull around to look at the front, was

: ~shocking. It contained a ferocnty and fear hethad never -
~ seen hefore. Beckett shivered in apprehension. He may © .
~ be undead, but he was not without feeling. The poor

: _baskard had suffered indescribable pain when he died.

| The Findl Deéath, Beckett thought. A’ vampire’s ullz_' G

" timate’ end, his complete destruétion. Beckett would

haxlve a SImllar expression should his nights as an im-

* mortal someddy come to a close.’Still unnerved, -

Beckett lowered the head 3nd looked at the grolmd
-frofn which he'd taken it.- :

]' From the angle at Whlch he d found the remains,

 Beckett knew the rest of the body had been above

i grohnd where he’d burned to a crisp. Whether from

- the fire or -sunlight Beckett didn’t know, but thatdidn’t =

~matter much at present. The earth in which ‘the ge 07
' maining pieces bonded had protected them evenasthe

- conflagration raged aboveground. Beckett held up the
_vampire’s skull again and saw the preservative nature

- of the ground was lost now that he'd pulled them out. o

~ The skull was drying out, mummifying; the skin tum-_-'
~_ing'sallow and the eyes shriveling in thelr sockets
R “Alas, poc)r Augustus 4 he sald R,

L '| The Gangrfﬂ named Augustus enjoyed allaSE‘S The S
- .flrst time he and Beckett met, in the early 1950s, he - !
. went by Augustus Night-stalker. He gave that up in

 the mid-'80s after hearing about the American serial

~ killer with the same moniker. Rumor had it that
* Augustus even went to California to track the kine S
~ down with the plan of showirig him what a tfue night

- stalker was, to be foiled when the police caught the :
B guf f1tst Beckett 5Uspettet} the tale was’ apoaryphal i




: They met by accident in Germany Bedcett wasin-
: tervlewmg Sturgang, an elder rumored to have new in- -

- sight into the ancient tome of vampire lore known as

: the Book of Nod. Beckett had traveled to the secluded

cottage on wolf’s feet, as'was his habit, stayingon fora -
- fewnights in discussion with Sturgang. A vicious storm

 struck before he left; it was of little concern to Beckett,
- whowasused to all manner of weather. Sturgang wasof

adifferent stripe; he mentioned he was expectingade- -
 livery and suggested Beckett catch a ride back. Beckett
“ was inclined to'say no, but when Sturgang clarified that -

- the pending visitor was a Cainite, he figured what the

_ hell._Nothing wrong with enjoying some comfort ona
- cold and rainy night in the dark woods, and he might
- glean some interesting new insights on the vampmc :

. = oondltlon from his traveling companion. -

2 - Beckett had assumed that the visitor would be a fel' i
L '--Iow scholar like Sturgang, with worthwhile insights to

- share: He saw the error of his presumption when the de-
- livery was made. The stranget stomped in a few hours later

_ wearing a rain slicker and leading three children. Beckett -
realized they were triplets, two boys and a girl, all with
~almond eyes and jet-black hair. He guessed their age at

. ﬁveyears Theymrchedbehmd the man, movingtostand =

: - in the center of the cottage’s small main room where they

~ proceeded to drip all over the floor. Unlike the stranger,

- the children wore nothing to protect them from the

- weather aside from boarding school uniforms. Yet they
~ didn’ protest their sodden condition. Their shivering was -

~.an mvcrluntary reaction to the cold and wet, but other

- wise they didn’t seem the slightest bit uncomfortable. .
. “The courier shoved back the slicker’s hood and
: greeted Sturgang, casting a suspicious look at ‘Beckett. -

©* “Good eve, Augustus,” Sturgang said, his gaze drink-
..mg in the tnplets, “allow me to introduce one of your



clan? Preoccupied as Sturgang was with the children, -
the' two Gangrel had to make their own introductions.
o 1] am Augustus nght'StaIker, the courier said. He
-was of average height and solid, his heritage a mix of Aryan
anid Mediterranean. Some Romars must have dallied with
~ hisancestors, Beckett figured. ] travcl “ﬂqere no road lea¢ »
S T ame Betfkett, he replied. B

" Then there was the steady drum of fain on the roof
 the irregular dripping from the triplets and Augustus’
- slicker, and Sturgang’s faint cties of delight as hé looked
- over his parcels. Augustus fealized Beckett wasn't going
- 1o provide the typical Gangrel greeting and frowned in
irritation. Not that Beckett much cared. He could tell
e was far older than Augustus. Age gave him an excuse

to behave almost any way he wanted, and jrritatinga

: young Cainite didn’t even register on the social radat.

In truth, he regretted stlckmg around. He was dlsap- ok

pomted that thé merchandise was a fresh supply of spe- -
cial- dcllvery sustenance rather than some arcane tome.

Sturgang tore himself from his inspection. He an-
* nounced that he was pleased with the selection and
- would Augustus do him the favor of taking Beckett
- back to Essen? Beckett would have begged off except
~ that Sturgang might make a good source in the future
and it wasn’t worth angering him: Augustus must have
conisidered hirri 2 good client also, for after a brief frown
‘he declared that he would be delighted. - i

: Beckett gathered his small satchel while the other
_ CaiLit'cs took care of whatever payment was involved

with their particular venture.- Then Beckett and
- Augustus left old Sturgang to his toys and dashed for
‘the inew Volkswagen van parked on the side of the
* muddy track that served as the cottage’s driveway. The
- undead were immune to extremes of temperature but =




- not to discomfort; Beckett shifted in the seat tryingto
adjust his rain-soaked clothes into some measute of
. comfort. Since his body radiated no heat, he relied on -
- the VW’s chugging heater to dry the clothes. Trans-
forming into a wolf was never more desirable. At least ;
then he could shake the rain from his pelt. - ¥
Neither spoke for the first thirty kllometers Beckett -
found he had no interest in the creature next to him,
- considering thebase pursuits in which he indulged..
- Augustus appeared unsure of what to say, and focused
on wrestling the van along the uneven, waterlogged
- wagon track. They reached a paved road and Augustus
- relaxed a bit at the smoother ride, shooting glances at
- Beckettas he drove. Beckett figured his fellow Gangrel
- must be only a hundred years old, give or take a decade,
consideting how much he fidgeted. Clinging to human
mannerisms was mainly a habit, one most vampires grew
~out of after a few centuries. Augustus ventured, “So,
you an old friend of Sturgang5s, then?” -
_ “Not quite,” Beckett said. He reahzed Augustus had
sensed Beckett was a good deal older than he appeared
“and was trying to redress any social gaffes he may have
made. Fine; let him stew. Then Beckett surprised him-
self by asking, “Why do you waste your time with this?”
- Augustus’ eyes narrowed. “With what?”
. “This.” Beckett waved a hand around the van’s
; interlor. “You traffic in mortal vessels, don’t you?” -
.~ “Sure. Why do you have a problem with that?’
“You're immortal. You have eternity to do any- -
thmg you want. Why spend your nights on something s
as petty as the peddling of human flesh?” -
- “Get off your high horse,” Augustus rephed roll
_mg his eyes. “Like you said, I'm immortal. That means
ey | have p]enty of t1me to do whatever I want.” '



 Beckett had to achmt Augustus had a pomt “So 5
' M‘nat do you get out of it?” - i

S "Ouitealot” Augustus leaned backm l:he seat,hls e

éhcker squeaking as he moved, ‘and gave Beckett his

i §plel “This is a niche, supplying discerning vampires -

S with mortal victims ordered to specification. I expect -

* you know some Cainites feed only on certain kinds of

. hurnans———pre-adolescent girls, fat Latin men, thatkind

~of thing. 'm not sure whether it’s a necessity of diet or

 because it gets their motor running. Bottom line is that
it takes time and effort to find these specialty items.
Andyou know few are as good at tracking thingsdown -

we are.” He meant Gangrel. “I found that some

vors to have someone else do the legwork for thern
Looked at long rerm, ‘Beckett could see how

Augustus mlg’nt position himself as a vital component -

-~ of vampiric society. He realized he’d been too quickto

~ dismiss_the young vampire. “Interestlng But most

Calmtes withsuch... - singular tastes are secretive about

ik Howhave you been able to inspire their confidence?”

il Je S hasn t been easy, believe me. I started about oh,
- seventy or eighty years ago by accident. Stumbled across

- dfellow whofed only on fat women. I didn’t think it was -
 noteworthy; but he almost flew into a frenzy. He calmed

e énough that I learned the situation. He hated traveling
- <= it was practically a phobia — and that made it tough =

to find what he needed. Sol offered to take care of it for
- him. He’s a powerful son of a bitch, and I figured it was

ainites are w;llmg to offer quite a bit in money or fa- i

- mybest chance at leaving there in 6ne piece. Turnedout

well enough; after a few decades he figured I wasn’t going

~ to betray him and even recommended me to some

- friends.” Augustus flashed a smile. “I have a reputation

~for providing timely and confidential dehvery, andI'm

'wllhng to fill even the most obscure requests e po i




- -_i don’t think I need your sérvices.”

g 'Beckett feturned a faint smﬂe “Sounds good but .

. “Can’t blame me for trying, nght?” 'Augustus L

. chuckled He wagged an index finger from the steet-

- . ing wheel.“] admit I was surprised Sturgang let ',rou )
~hang around when [ made my delivery” - = - - -
* “He must be a new chent, then Sturgangs pro- :
clwmes are well known.” ;

- Augustus nodded. “T: see. Regardless, he 11 get the'

s same confidential treatment as the' rest of them Must -

: mamtam my Ieputatlon, rlght?" R
g : . oo =

: Beckett hefted the skull and took another look
3 'around the ruins. . Augustus had parlayed his little enter
: '_pnse into a growing global concern in ‘the half- -century
“ since the tiight they’d met. Beckett had parted ways with
~ Augustus having little more personal interest in his fel-

~ low Gangrel than he'd started with. Still, he'd kept the

. ~ Vampire in mind for possible future use. . Although Beckett
had never needed Augustus’ official services, hie had used

- him on occasion as a relay for potential leads. Augustus - S
: dealtwuhmanyvvell-connected vampires, Cainiteswho .~

= might have irformatior or artifacts useful to Becketts
~own pursuits. Rather than try to track them down on his
~ own, Beckett had let Augustus know what he was look-

- ingfor;the Gangrel passed the word along to his clients :

- and often came back with a useful lead. Augustus ‘also

~ had good connections in mortal sociéty, various unsa-

- vory groups and individuals who helped hirn get the
. people he needed. Corisideririg the contacts he had in
- both worlds,” Augustus was well swuated to have heard
e jabour the recent hunter activity. :
' Beéckett had been surprised to 1earn Augustus was in
8 the New World let alone in Chicago, at a prwate estate




in‘a place called Elk Grove. (Beckett had yet to see ei-
. therelk or groves, but that was a puzzle foranothertime.)
~ The entrepreneurial Gangrel was now going by thé name

~ Augustus Klein. The assistant in Augustus’ European

. headquarters was cryptic over the unsecured phone, but =~
- Beckett learned that the Camarilla-Sabbat conflict had

hurt Augustus” network. He’d relocated to the States for -

a time to get things running smoothly again. = - -
‘The coincidence was far too convenient for Becketts

likmg. but there was nothing to-be done about it. He'd -

~ felt his best move was to meet with Augustus and find

‘out what he could; only with information could he hope
to discover what it all meant in a larger context. Stand-
ing here now, holding Augustus’ head, it seemed he was
on the right track — though, if anything, he was farther

~ from understanding what was going on than he’d beena

few nights before. Two nights ago it was a simple matter
of information gathering. Then, last night, he discov-
“ered that others suspected the Gangrel planned betrayal.
‘And tonight, he found his next best lead, a well-con-
- nected member of undead society, was destroyed.

The question was, how did all this information e

_connect? Was Augustus the victim of a hunter attack?
‘That would give Beckett evidence to help disprove

- Critias and Khalid’s claims. Or had the primogen them-
selves called for Augustus’ destruction? If they were
“monitoring Augustus, they could have found our

‘Beckett planned on visiting. But if they did somehow

consider Clan Gangrel a threat, why did they destroy

- only Augustus? Wouldn't it have made more sense to

~ wait until the two of them were together and take them
- both out? Unless the key was that Augustus knew

- something they didn’t want revealed to Beckett.

_Augustus did possess a great deal of information. It -
% __"wasn 't out of the reaim of pOSSIbllll’Y that some fOl’Ce e




felt that gettlng nd of Augustuswould Solve some prob :
lem without requiring Beckett’s destructlon aiso
Thank heaven forsmall favors. 0 coon :
‘Beckett couldn’t even hope to fearn anything from
those who worked for or associated with Augustus. Al-~ .-
though the" Gangrei had a number of undead and
~ mortal assistants in his employ, he kept his client in- -
formation to himself. Augustus’ secrets died with him.
* Indeed, Augustus’ entire network was gutted. His sub-

ordinates might recover some scraps, but most of his

. clients would stick to the shadows once they leamed i

.- ; of the Gangrel’s final death. -

“Wonderful. For every step Beckett took forward
it seemed he ended up a mile further back. He was -
begmmng to regret ever havmg come to Chlcago ;




. Intent ds he was on the mystery it which he found
~himself, Beckett neverbeécame distracted from hissur-
- roundings. His sharp ears picked up the squeaking

_crunch of aboot on old snow. The sound came from

it -neatby, within the estate perimeter. That meant it
. wasn’t the police; he would have heard the gates open
long before this. Whomever it was had come overthe

wall ot even over the gates themselves, past the yel-

low tape warning of an-accident mvestlgatlon 51te. e

~An-unofficial visitor, like Beckett. .-

. He turned toward the sound, thé hands dasped B
- behind his back still holding Augustus’ head. There.
A pair of them, hugging the shadows in the copse.
Beckett suspected they were trying to approach from
 downwind, which meant they knew what he was (he
- already assumed they knew he was there). He pegged

- them for inexperienced, since if they'd thought about -

it they would have realized that the stench of the

burned-out house would have covered their scent with
~ the additional bonus of not havnng to walk thtough-

~ brittle, noisy snow. - : o
“I'know you're there,”_.he called “M:ght as well
- save us all time and come over.” -

The two figures stepped out after a moment, walk--

' ing around the side of what was left of the pool house. i

_Male and female, she was in charge, from the waythe

e




~ ‘guy shot glances to her as they aﬁpfba;cliéd. When S
- they were a dozen feet away Beckett smelled fresh -
- blood and the faint cold stink of death Vamplres, the o

~ both of them, and freshly fed.
' “You're Beckett,” the guy said. ’“We ve heatd about

S you.” He was a callow neoniate, using bluster to cover G

his unease at confronting an elder. The woman fired
~ him an irritated look and he shut his mouth. .~
- Beckett looked at the pair of them. The guy was
- big, well-built. Size mattered little to the undead; still,

- considering his belligerent opening salvo, it was a safe

bet he was along as muscle: He was also probably the
. one who'd made the noise on their approach. The

- woman was slender, on the verge between willowyand
anorexic. Unlike her partner, it looked like she used
her brain for more than keeping her eyes from falling
back into her skull. She was the older of the two,
~ though Beckett sensed she had been undead for far
~ less time than Beckett himself. .

All things considered, Beckett had faced far more
serious threats. It wouldn t do to become OVerconfl—
~dent, though. no i i

* “You have fne at a dlsadvantage," Beckett sald to
' the woman, “But I'm bettmg you're Brujah, yes?”

 Herbrows flickered in surprise. “How do you figure?”

. Noair puffed from their mouths when they spoke.
- Vampires needed to breathe only to speak. Like Beckett,

- they had been outside long enough that their hody tem-

-~ peratures had cooled to the point where the air in their
lungs was almost as cold as the surrounding night.

 “You're not ugly enough to be Nosferatu,” he said.

- She wasn’t'sure what fo make of that reference and
* Beckett didn’t bother explaining. He didn’t see why he

should tell her his reaSOnmg, whlch went somethlng

...’



-~ like thls Next to’ the Gangrel Clan Brujah had the' :
~ best fighters the Camiarilla. The recent schism gave the
- Brujah mote opportunities for glory whilealso shoving

“them on the front lines of conflict with the Sabbat.
. Ciritias was the top Brujah in Chicago, and was very
- protective of his people. And unlike Khalid, he’d never

~ gotten along with Inyanga, the Gangrel primogen. At
this point, Beckett was certain the claims of Gangrel
betrayal were something Critias started to strengthen
the Brujah position even further and perhaps exact ret-
ribution on Inyanga for some past slight. And while

Beckett assumed Critias and Khalid each put someone

. on his trail the previous night, the Brujah primogen -
‘had the stronger motivation for forcing a confronta-

- tion. These two were here to spook Beckett into mak-
ing a mistake that' would strengthen the ev1dence

~ againsthisclan. -

* ' “That some kind of crackr' the guy sald

* The woman glared atherj partner “Shut up, Graham.”

“Right. So what can I do for you?” Beckett kept
his attention on the woman. Deahng with Graham
- would only be a waste of time. ] L
- “We want to know what you know about what :
~happened here” . ;
 Beckett took his time lookmg around tumlng
~ with his shoulders but making sure he kept Augustus’

‘head from their view. “At a guess, I'd say someone -
“burned the place down,” he said eventually. '

“Okay, smart guy. ‘What do 3 -you know about the o

- half.-dozer bags who did it?” She meant juice or blood

 bag, a slang term vampires used for mortals. Beckett

‘was amused at her attitude. Either she was older than

- he sensed or having a partner made her very confi-

: _dent Graham was quwermg wn;h nervous tension but




- the woman confronted Beckett with the cool, relaxed
~stance of an equal. Distracted by re-evaluating his

. opponents, Beckett was brought up short when the

“woman continued: “And the vamp-who led them?" i
- “What? Where did you hear that?” :

~“Didn’t know there was a survivor, dld you?” she
&5 said. “Some of our people got out here soon as they
~found out what happened. They found the paramed-
ics working on one of Klein’s men. He gave the &
% 1owdown on what happened” -
“When was ‘this? o

She was pleased with his surpnse, and sp1lled an— )

- other detail. “Late this morning.” . . '
-~ “Nou're teilmg me that a vamp1re Ted | a- mottal

~ team here on adawn raid to destroy Augustus Klem e
* “Don’t act so surprised, dog!” Graham spat. =
- Arred haze spread across Beckett’s vision.--“Care'ful :

‘who you insult, whelp,” he snarled, his composure close

- togone. “I'm older than sin and twice as dangerous.”

Blood sweat popped along Gtahams browashe

: i reahzed he’d gone too far. He swallowed, a reflex from - 5
his living days, and took a couple steps back. To her -

- ¢redit, the willowy woman held her ground in the face

of Beckett’s brlsthng rage. Adoptmg a more somber
tone, she said, “That’s what we're saying. You know -
~ Critias sent us; okay Well, he thinks you know some-
- thihgabout it, based on your conversation last mght

“You can tell your master that Tdon’t. You can tell
-. hlm that I know as much as he does about what's going -

- onin this city — less, even. You can tell him that I will

- find out, though. And no amount of threats, intimida—

- tion, or upstart fledglings are going to stop me.”

“Who you calling ﬂedglmg, you mangy—  Gra-

Gt _ham snarlecl back his jittery nerves overwhelmmg-




* caution. Beckett never heard the rest of it, as the sec-
- ond insult from that punk in as many mmutes was
: enough to push him over the edge. :

- Beckett lunged forward, grabbmg“Graham by the. %

: th:oat “You think you can insult an elder with impu-
- nity because I am not.a part of your precious
~ Camarilla?” His other hand swung around Augustus’

* mummified skull. Shoving the head right into'the

young vampire’s face, Beckett growled, “See this? This

" is the Final Death. This is your end, should you dare
breathe another word to me.” - - . :

_ A panicked Graham struggled - agamst Becketts
‘gtip, but the Gangrel’s blood was far more potent.
Then Beckett felt the cold barrel of a pistol against™

- the back of his head. “I expect you’re old enough this
~wouldn’t kill you outright,” the woman said from be-
_ hind him, “but it'd sure hurt like hell. Now let hlm go

~and glve us SOme answers in a civilized manner.”

-Beckett 'struggled through the red for control. -
Forcing a deep breath 'into his atrophied lungs, he

- shoved Graham back and raised his hands. The pres-
- sure left his head a second later; even as he turned
Beckett saw the woman was a good fifteen feet away.
The Brujah were fast when they wanted to be.
“Who's that?" she sald gesturmg at the skull w1th
‘her pistol. - :
™ ust a danmate of mine,” he said He rossed
Augustus’ head ather and was already a wolf running for
e the wall when she bobbled a sloppy one-handed catch.
" Graham yelled for him to stop, but Beckett wasal-
- ready over the wall and in a ground-eating lope thathad -

- him miles away within minutes. He wasn’t even aware

- thathe passed within inches of a wizened Nosferatu who
- crouched, in'v‘w’is"i’bl_é",-_watching'thé-'Whole't_hing. £ g




Beckett s retum to the estate was less drarnatlc than -
hls exit. He crept up from the north, the dlrectlon the
“two Brujah had approached him: He whuffed in frustra- -

~ tion at the ericounter. He felt certain he could have de-

feated the pait of them, even spottmg them a free point- -

~ blank shot to the head. He wasn’t as ancient as some

~undead, but he was old by any measure. Fighting them

- would have been a welcome release of his growing frus-
- tration, but it would have caused him futther problems -
- with Critias and his brood. Things were gettmg compll- :

' cated enough without adding that to the mix-

- Anyway, that wasn’t why his fur bristled mth ir-
i ritatlon He’d let some punk get him to lose contr01
. He was letting others dictate his actions. -~ 7

L stealthy return was an’ attempt to change that

. -'He had to find out what was going on if he was going
- to cease bemg someone’s pawn. So here he was, slip-
 ping over the old snow like a whisper. He was light
~_eénough in this form that he'didn’t punch through the
- crust, as long as he took care how he stepped. Silent
- and fluid as a shadow, he ‘came to the wall. Aftera

- few dozen yards he found their footprmts, crunched

: through the snow. Two sets going in, none coming "

~out. Either they were still on the estate or they'd left

~in some other direction. He took a gamble and leapt

 to the top of the wall; no one in sight, so he dropped -

~ to the ground inside and slunk toward the house. His

nose was next to useless downwind thanks to the -

- stench of burnt wood, so he relied on his eyes and

~ears to search for hls quarry Nothmg So ‘how iong ;
ago had theylefe? . = . . i

~.Hewas t0n51dering smffmg around where they d "

40 had then chat when he heard the famt roar of an




© engine. Becketts head snapped up, body quwermg
~ in-anticipation;, ears ﬂlckmg to orient on the loca:
- tion. Then he was off, racing across the landscaped

‘ground and over the stone wall again. He caught tail-

lights flickering down the road. He took the timeto -~
run over to the roadside; trotting along with his nose
- to the icy pavement, he caught a whiff of Graham.
Hadn’t been close enough to get a good smell of the

‘woman, but that was fme He felt sute they werein
' the car heading away.
A lowbark ofsatlsfacnon and Beckett was away agam

_ He caught up with the car —a latc model SUV '
‘appatently no one drove sedans a any more — with little

-~ trouble. It headed south no more than a mile, and

turned right as he pulled close. Not like they were

- trying to lose him; instead, they pulled into an exten-

- sive complex. Something built in the mode of “Mod-
~ern Furictional”: plain and blocky, with the barest ef-
fort ‘made at visual appeal. The gutted remains of
Augustus’ estate was more inviting. Beckett caught
the sign: Alexian Brothers Medical Center. He

.- coughed a wolfish laugh. A Christian hospital? But
*there it was, the logo even showing a shield with a

cross atop it and the words of St. Paul: Caritas Ch‘nsa :
Urget Nos. The love of Christ compels us. -

- Beckett wasn’t in the mood to consider the lev-

"els of irony coming into play. Instead, he slipped

- around the pools of light cast by the regular_l_y spaced
~ streetlamps as he followed the SUV. The car turned
left, then swung a right out of sight around the front

* of a four- or five:story slab of a building withared '.

_ brick finish. Beckett dashed across the open ground - .
- and hugged the bulldmg as he slipped around the - -




- corner. The'large structure he was against connected

- to a'low semicircular two-story glass-and-steel ex- |

 panse; the hospital’s main entrance. He slipped along
the building’s edge and into the shadows where the

_ two structures met. His hackles rose in superstitious
 reflex at the large metal cross planted perhaps a hun-

dred feet from the main entrance. It couldn’t dohim

any harm, he knew, but old habits were hard to break.
* The SUV had stopped in a small lot not fat from -
_'the cross. The two Cainites got out of the car and -
“headed for the main entrance, their path taking them
. perpendicular to his hiding place. Beckett swiveled
“his ears to catch their conversation. It sounded like
~ they were contiruing an argument. that’d been gomg
on since he left them.

; “—supposed to do, Sylvna"' Graham complamed :

“He knew we were there.” = : _
~Silence; and the woman’s head turn away from
Beckett. He suspected she was directing a withering

glare at her partner. “And how'd he know we were
there? Mister Makes-As-Much-Noise-As-A-Fucking-

Elephant? You do know what you are, nght? You don ey

~ haveto stomp around like that anymore
“Give me a break. Bet you were just llke rne when

el ._-You e whaddayacaﬂl[?" oA

 “Neonate, and no, T wasn’t. Y’know, Graham,-
- you need to learn this st‘uff or you re gomg to fa[l in
~some major shit someday : : s
* “This whole assighment is shlt Sylvna,” Graham
grumbled, gesturing toward the hospttal “Like this -
 sorry soriofabitch. You know we’re not’ gomg to fmd :

5 ~out a damn thing more than Earl did.”.

; < “We can be more persuasive than a a ghoﬁi Sylwa'
i sald tlrmg of Grahams complammg PERRL




Ay “Yeah, well 1 bet you. We'll learn more frorn" :
- Klem s fucking head than fro—". .. '
‘A ‘thundering roar split Beckett’s head in-two.

" He'd boosted his hedring so much that it sourided like -

~ he was inside the engine of the jet angling toward
- O'Hare. The shock startled a pained whine from him:
-He shifted forms, his preternatural hearing in hishu-

man shape nowhere near as sensitive. He cursed, press-

. ing his hands to his ears. The ringing faded to a dull .

ache; he expected it would be gone in another minute.
In the meantime, the Brujah had entered the hospi-
~ tal. Onthe whole, his aching ears had given him little

‘more than he already knew, but everv plece added to
the whole. : :

X The Brujah must have an msnde track 1f they could b
~waltz in in the deéad of night to see a’patient. If it
weren’t already so common, Beckett would have en-
joyed the irony that Cainites had staff at'a Christian
hospital under its thrall. He considered following
them, but decided to wait. He wanted to pay a visit to
_whomever they were seeing, but he was better off pass-
ing the time outside. The cold didn’t bother him, and -
he imagined his hanry, wickedly clawed hands and blaz-
ing, inhuman eyes might discomfit the staff. The price
~ -he paid for his immortal nature. Like any Gangrel, he
-~ was left marked with the sign of the Beast whenever
_ his feral side overwhelmed him. He was luckier than
_ most, especially comldermg his age. He knew others
of his clan who were so warped by savagery that they
~ Wwere monstrous in every sense of theword. . _
- ~Hunkered in the cold and darkness for twenty
" minutes, he saw no one leave the hospital. It was far
‘past visiting hours, of course, but he would have
 thought employees might come and go. Then again,
: .'-the place was blg They must have thelr own entrance :
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- Another few minutes passed then something-

caught his eye. He could have sworn he saw one of the

~ doors in the SUV open just for a second. Beckett fo- :
~ cused on the car. After another minute or two he caught

- ahazy flicker of motion. If he hadn’t had a clear idea of
what he was watching for, he would have dismissed it
as a trick of the light. Curious and more curious.

- Then the Brujah came back out. Graham was crow-
~ ing about how he’d been right, they hadn’t gotten any- -
~ thing new. It was more irritating than when he com-

~ plained. Beckett prided himself on his self-control, and

‘was surprised Sylvia could refrain from caving in her
partner’s skull. Beckett suspected Graham would not

b enjoy a long existence as one of the undead.

. The double slam of their doors was followed soon
-'after by Graham’s yell of surprise. Beckett lacked the
heightened extremes of his wolf’s hearing but Gra- o
ham still had quite a set of lungs on him. =
ik “What the fuck7 The heads gone"' £

o Beckett selclom changed forms as often as he had

: tonight. It took a lot out of him. Unfortunately, his
* best chance of tracking the Nosferatu who'd swiped

‘Augustus’ head from the SUV was by smell, which

 meant becoming a wolf again. He felt a gnawing hun- _-

~ger in his heart, the vampire equwalent of a mortal’s
~empty stomach, as he concentrated on the change. He

- ignored the bloodlust as best he could. Drifting through
~ the shadows, Beckett searched for the Nosferatus scent.

- He'd never smelled the creature before, but he felt con-

- fident that he’d know it when he came across it. The

Nosferatu were skilled at cloaking thel‘nselves in invis--
: 1b|11ty, bafﬂmg even other vampires' senses so that they
: _saw — or srnelled or heard — nOthmg But that was



: only in the.lmmedlate area. The pungent buggets _
.-".couldn t disguise the scent they left behind.

-~ Beckett was ‘curious as to why the creature had By
"felt the need to take the skull. The Nosferatu Borfs: oot

centrated on gathering information, not knickknacks.
Knowing what it was'and who had it was all they
- needed. Unless for some reason the invisible watcher

“hadn’t' wanted the Brujah to have'it. Mysteriesupon =~

~mysteries. Typical Cainite behavior. It reminded

_-.'_Becketf why he spént so little time among hiskind.

" He made a wide i'oép"of the spot where the SUV
- was parked, ending up in the V on the opposite end
-of the main entrance’s crescent where it connected

~ toanother large multi-story red brick structure. He'd i
~smélled nothing. Puzzled, he settled on his haunches

‘and watched the Brujah: The two vampites were fin:

“ishing a futile search in and around the car, still try- a

‘ing to figure out what had happened to their prize.

- Their frantic conversation bounced off the wallshe =
sat between; echoing in the still night. Seemed they .25
-were accusing him of sneaking back and swiping the

~head. Quite the argument to have'in front of a hospi-.

tal, bickering about where a head had gone tmssmg By

'Good thing there was no one'around to hear. * -
Beckett wished they would give up and leave al» :

: rea‘cly. The Nosferatii was getting farther away by the -

‘minute. He wanted to sniff around the SUV to catch

the creature’s trail before it faded away. Another
“minute of complaining by Graham and they got in, -

fired 'up the motor, and headed out. Beckett dashed
to where they’d parked as soon as the SUV hit the
-main road. Some fierce sniffing around on the packed
“snow gave up a faint but still pungent tracé of some-

thing. Beckett knew it wasn’t either of the Brujah or - :




~ theskull itself, Had to be the Nos: He citcled out from
- where he'd found the scent and picked up a faint trail

- toward the hospital. He could tell that it was colder
. -than the original scent he'd found, though, and fig-
- ured the spy had followed Sylvia and Graham inside, -

~then darted out before them to steal the skull. So if

~_that was the only trail he’d found, where could the -

~ thing have got to? Only if it had flown away would

- Beckettnot catch the scent of something this distinc- -

tive; and Nosferatu couldn’t fly. So that meant—
 Beckett looked at the direction the SUV had
gone ‘The thing was in, or on, the goddamn car. Of
-~ course; he rode out here that way, too. It would be
~ like Khalid to sneak his spies after Critias’ people,

~ knowing full well they'd lead to Beckett. Easier than

~ trying to track a vampire who traveled as an animal.

. Sonow what? Run like hell and try to catch the car -
~again? His nose could parse the scents umque evento
~amass-produced hunk of metal, but there wasn’t much

~ point. He’d surmised whom Grahamand Sylvia were
- working for. And while it was clear a Nosferatu wasa

~ second shadow, Beckett knew its kind were too slip-

Vi ~ pery to leave him a trail he could follow anywhere

- worthwhile: No, it seemed his strongest lead at the -
~ moment was in the— . . Pk

“l—ley' Hey, you! Get out of here : :
A heavyset man — more heavy than Set,: really-

p\

Cieiing security guard uniform stood by the hospital’s

2 front doors. He held a small canister in one hand and

- was waving a baton in Beckett’s direction with the

- other. Beckett snorted, realizing the guard was trying

- toscare off the huge black wolf standing in the middle
~of the parking lot. Then he caught'a whiff of the man’s

- 'scent, his freezing sweat mixed with fear. The hunger -




- surged within Beckett. Instead of tearing out the man’s
- throat and gulping down his rich blood, Beckett flat-
- tened his ears and gave a menacing growl, then turned
: and vanished into the darkness. :
It was pointléss to'go after the SUV, but there
~ wasstill a worthwhile lead inside the hospital. He had
~toregain his strength first. Circling back the way he’d
first come, Beckett saw another road went around the
- back of the sprawling medical center. A small frozen
pond lay to the north, and he spled a well-lit parking
“area perhaps a quarter full of cars to the west of it,
with a multi-level garage beyond. He trotted over,
- sticking to the darkness, and saw signs declaring Em-
- ployee Parking. He couldn’t see the moon through
‘the cloud cover and he didn’t wear a watch, but he’d
been undead for a very long time. He could sense mid- -
night approaching; if this place was like most hospi-
 tals, a shift change was coming up. -

Beckett found a dark vantage pomt in the mght
-that gave him a clear view of the parking lot and
settled down to wait. After less than an hour a num-
~ ber of people left the back of the medical center and
~ headed for their cars. Over the same span, a trickle of
~vehicles arrived and their drivers hustled in to start
their shifts. Beckett waited; there were always strag-
- glers. Another hour passcd and the cold seeped into
: hls long dead bones. . ,
' . The woman shufﬂed over the 1':}r pavement to an
2 older model minivan, snuggled into her parka. She
idled the van, warming its engine, then put it in gear
“to back out of the slot. The van rolled back a couple

feet, then came a yelp and a thump The woman

" ‘slammed the breaks, skidding the minivan afew inches
_before the tites grabbed asphalt. She was out of the




- van-and headed around the back as soon asshe heard
- the pitiful whines. Instead of the neighborhood dog

~ . she thought she'd struck, the woman saw a gigantic

- wolf, its pelt the color of coal. A low growl replaced

the whines, and eyes blazing with the ptomlse of death
: lockcd on herown. .

- Beckett was upon her bcfore she could take a
- breath to scream.. G 3
Gl e i e de TR
: Beckett rushed through the hOSpltals emergency
entrarice, situated on the bullldmgs west side. Wav-
ing his _glovcd hands, he was yelling even before the

~automatic doors had opened. “Help! Help! A
~ woman— A large dog or something attacked her!
Sh(:shurt'" X bpentle o
It was a skeleton staff a quiet night in the suburbs,

but they sprang into action |with admirable speed.
“Where?” an orderly yelled while the resident barked

- out orders: Beckett made noises about employee park-
ing and waved some more. A flurry of scrubs and lab
" _coats rushed from the building qlong with portable medi-

+ cal gear. Beckett took advantage of the few seconds the
' 10bby was’ empty and shpped ﬁmher in the hospltal

_ After that it was a matter of avcndmg what staff :
was around while trying to pick up any lingering scent
of his Brujah friends and follow it to wherever they

- were keeping Augustus’ man. Avoiding personnel was

easy enough late at nightin a place this size. Fmdmg o

 the scent was the tough part. His human nose, even
. pretematurally sensitive, could not defeat the medi-

cal center’s superior air circulation systems. Beckett
“ended up tracking it down the old-fashioned way: he
- found aroom w1th a man guardmg the door A beefy



- fellow with a buzz cut and an illfitting suit was hold-

ing down a chair by a corner room on the fourth floor

of the central hospital block that arose behind the

main entrance. The ghoul Earl, Beckett guessed; -

drinking from a Coke and belching. Not many

- Cainites to go around these days, espeaally for some-
thing basic as guard duty. - :

Beckett’s long stride had hlm halfway down the
corridor before the man even registered he was there.
Beckett thought at first that Earl had an earpiece mi-
crophone, but when he turned and lumbered to his
feet it was clear the guard was listening to a portable

. disc player. “Distractions Ilke that could get you
killed,” Beckett observed.
Earl was tuggmg the earpleces out hls face curdled
~with suspicion. “What’s that?”
- “Isaid, ‘Did Sylv:a fill youin already? Six feet closer
~ “Yeah, but—" Realization bloomed on hls ﬂorld
mug. “Shit! You're him!” - o
Beckett lunged the last four yards hlS claws
through the fingers of his glove and at the ghoul’s
_throat by thé time the man cleared the gun from its
- holster. “Big piece of hardware but you thmk it would
have stopped me?” : -
' “S.special new rounds, call ‘em Sa]amanders
Sweat flowed from Eatl’s forehead like he was stand-
ing under a faucet. His eyes bugged, shock giving way
- to the realization that his life was about to end “D-
- dunno why; s’posed to be good for, well, uh—
" “Mythologically, a salamander could breathe fire,

_Earl Why don’t | take that before you hurt yourself?” :

~ The ghoul gave up ‘the pistol without a second
~thought. He gobbled air, eyes still riveted on the dark
lenses of Becketts sunglasses “Sure sure thmg Hey, _
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e l’m ‘ot Earl, though. Name’s Pete You 1ooklng for
~ him?‘Cause he’s gone; not here. Uh, you’re not going

~ to kill me, are you? Please don t klll me. I don twanna -
“die. 'm ]ust dai e
" “You're babblmg,- Pete' " Beckett ﬂashed some reeth

- if it was meant as a reassuring smile, it failed miserably. -

 “Relax, my friend. | want a few minutes with the man

- inside. You can spare a few minutes, right?” -

- Pete ducked his head in a frantic nod, grlmacmg ‘
~ ashe poked hisheavy chin on Beckett’s talons. Beckett

- gestured with his head for the ghoul to head for the
- room then stepped back, ]arnrmng the plStOl in the
o pocket of his sheepskm jacket. - '

_ It was a private room, the hospltal bed to the nght '

and a couple low-backed padded chairs against the

- wall opposite the door. Windows wrapped around half

- the room, the shades drawn across the night. A door

~ stood to either side of the bed; the near one was closed,
while the far one was open to show a hlnt of bath—
- room tile along the lower wall. ' :
--A man dozed in the bed, a tube stuck in hls arm
: and some others coming from his nostrils. Beckett

- didn’t know what the equipment by his bedside was -

~meant to do. He knew patients had panic bUtto'ns-, _
‘but that was taken away with little effort — which-

 Beckett did after shoving Pete forward and pointing

" at one of the chairs across the room. The trick was
interviewing Augustus’ guard without getting him so -

 excited hisvitals triggered an alarm at the nurse’s sta-
- tion. He'd do what he could. No sense trymg to plan e

: arouncl sornethmg he couldn't control.
Before waking the patient, Beckett checked out

g the near door, which turned out to be acloset. A parka

. hung msn:le, a palr of gloves stlckmg outof ¢ one pockec -



“Winter boots lay on the floor, but there wete no other

~clothes:"He wondered where the rest of the man’s

clothes were. Perhaps'they were cut off him whenhe
- was brought in. A glance showed the man wasina
“neck brace; it was hard to tell how he’d fared other-

. wise, under covers as he was. Beckett dismissed the

_ line of thought. Not his problem. After a glance at
 the shredded fingers of his gloves, he took the palr
: .from the parka and closed the door. .

‘ Beckett moved down the side of the Béd to stand

- toone side near the foot. This put him in the patient’s

line of sight but not looming, and let him keep Pete
~in his peripheral vision. The ghoul was rubbing his
_throat, bulging eyesflicking between Beckett and the -
- slumbering man. He shouldn’t be a problem for the
- time being. .

. The scuffle in the hall hadn t awa]cened the pa- .

tient. Neither had shoving into the room. He might -

- be drugged, but hopefully not too heavily. One way

- to find out. Beckett shook the man’s foot, noticing

~the chart hanging at the end of the bed as he did so.

- The man made a noncommittal noise deep in his

throat and shifted on the crisp sheets. Beckett grabbed
the chart and clacked the back of the clipboard against
the bed like he was rapping a gavel for order. o

_ ~“Come on... William,” he said, reading the first
“name off the chatt “Time is of the essence.” He shook - -

the man’s foot again but to no avail. “Pete, get some
* water from the bathroom and splash his face.”

‘Pete stared at him) like it was some kind of frick:

'Beclcett snarled; how turbulent were things in this
~town that the Brujah resorted to ghouls of this cali-

~ ber? Beckett turned hls gaze on the cowermg ghoul o
"Dldlstutter?" Tt b R it




==+ Pete shot to his feet like a thousand volts were
~pumped through his scrotum. Then, from the bath-
~room, came his voice: “Uh there s no cup What am
g | supposed to use?” e :
Beckett saw a cup next to the bed but dldl‘lt <
“bother mentioning it. “Use your hands, use your
~ mouth; use the bedpan for all I care. You had better :
- start using your brain; whatever you do.” :
~ Beckett listened to the trickle of water as he
. looked over the ‘chart. William Decorah, male, late
~ 20s, Native Américan. He puzzled over the tetm, then '-
- recalled this era’s obsession with creating more “em- "
_powering” labels for its various peoples. Native Ameri-
‘can, Indian, redskin, savage — the dlStmctlons were
of no matter to him.: Mortal was mortal.” oy
Pete stepped from the bathroom, cupping a hand
; 'ful of water that dripped on the floor. He shuffled over
~and tossed the water on Decorah. It was no great del- -

% uge; but William sputtered, eyes pulling open with

great effort, like they had 100-pound weights tied to
- them. Decorah looked around movmg only hls eyes,.
- his brain still in neutral. ‘
“ “Give him another handful X Beckett sald Pete ;
went back and stuck his hands under the still-tun- -
ning faucet. He came out more confidently this time
~ and lobbed a nice splash across Decorah’s face. That -
got his eyelids working, anyway. They fluttered, try-

ingtoclear the water away. He caught sight of Beckett

~standing at the foot of his bed and tried to focus. A
frown of concentration pulled down his face. Good -
~enough; Decotah would be a little out of it from sleep
and the drugs, but he should be conscious enough to
answer questions. Hopefully any mental sluggishness -
‘would work in Beckett’s favor, making Decorah more
:Eforthcormng rathet than scattered. Have to see. -




L Beckett waved Pete back to the Chall‘ The ghoul

“was settling down; he took the time to turn the faucet e

off, unasked, before returning to his scat.

- “Who aré you?” William Decorah croaked His -
_ vo1ce had the timbre of sandpaper on wood :

“An acquamtance ‘of Augustus Klein’s.”

A raspmg chucﬂe “Yeah? 1 don ¢ much trust

Klems acquaintances’ nowadays.” Decorah looked
~down the length of his’ prone farrn and the chuckle
: curdl ¢d into an angry groan. - - '
" Beckett v wasn’t a d0ctor, but he had puzzled Juta

: 'few words from the man’s chart. Thmgs like splnal

WA

~ injury,” “extensive nerve damage,” and “paralysis.”

* From what he unidefstood of what he'd tead, Decorah

- wasn't fully paralyzed, and he might regain feeling in

his legs. Still; Beckett suspected that likelihood fell

i’ the sameé category ‘as Luxembourg becoming the o

_-next world superpower — anythmg was possﬂ:le
o “So'what happened? Py

" “Yeah, like you don't know” Deoorah smacked his
= hps, trying to shurp in some of the watet trickling from his

face. “Damn, I'm thirsty.” He reached for a plastic con-
tainer by his bedside, his grip almost too weak to even lift - -

it: He managed to position the cup where he ¢ould suck
- on the straw that poked out of the top. Hegrunaced Bt 540
'_' paused to oomplam “Apple juice is warm. Tastes all sour.”
‘Beckett was amused at the man’s attitude.
: DecOrah knew what Beckett was, but given his; ptesent

citcumstance it wasn’t making much of an 1mpres- SN

- sno‘n’ “I'don’t. Just got into town.” = .

“Yeah7 Why don’t you have your pals ﬁil you inand :

; _let me get somie sléep, for fuck’s sake?” Decorah sketched
- aweak nod at Pete. “Or is this one of those deals where
~you getme to splll agaln, tosee lf I¢ can snck to my story?” '




 Theguy vlas proving more alert than Beckett had _
"expected Buﬂ he was talking, which was the impor-
tant thing. “I’m not with them. I have more 1_n com- -

- mon with Klein, if you know what I mean.”

“No, I don’t.” He grimaced around another srp of .

) the tepid juice. “Look, it doesn’t matter to me who

~the hell you are. You could’'ve known Klein since grade
- school forall I care. Amounts to the same thing: He’s -
- dead — for good — and I'm not telling you jack.” .
" Which implied he hadn’t told the Brujah: anya :
thing, either. Interesting. Made Beckett wonder why
“Decorah was living in relative comfort in a private -

- hospital room, rather than enduring tortures most foul

_in some basement. “Pete, why the special treatment?”
. The Brujiah ghoul was surprised to be the target
of a question. wFJncler Becketts piercing gaze, Pete dis-
‘covered he wasn’t as confident as Decorah that he
could get awary with pissing off a vampire. “I dunno.
When we heard about what happened he was already
- here. They pdlled some strings to get him setup ina
nicer room and gave the word that he was supposed :
“to be kept safe.” i i
- “Sohas anyone even been here to see hrm?” B
T “Hell yes,” Decorah replied, while Pete nodded.
_“You fuckers falling all over yourselves promising me
the stars if [ can tell what happened. Give it up, pal.
This game won’t work any better than the others. I
- mean, it’s not like I can get in any worse shape, and I
~ sure as hell a;F‘t gonna get any better.”

e Beckett smiled, thinking this mortal knew very b
- little about the undead if he thought that he co_uldn t
suffer any more than he was already. Torture wasn’ta
~ tactic Beckett used often, though He preferred the :
: carrot to the tick. :
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: “How long had Augusl:us been in Chlcag()?” He :

B _—;'asked Pete.

-+ Theguard he31tated but it was for show at thlspomt, i

o and they both knew it. “About three, four months.” =

- “Yet he was already well-established here. Had
; péoplé inplace, a network set up, for a few years already?”

- Pete nodded, hunching over as if he could some- -

“how disappear if he curled into a tight enough ball.
“But you,” Beckett said, turning to Decorah '
“you just started workmg for hlm, say w:thm the
: past two months.” j

~ Decorah hodded, then n:ursed Notfrom the pam, o
~but from letting slip information. The drugs weren’t

~making him stupid, but they were making it tough on
- his self-control. “How’d you know that?” - -
- could say because’ Augustus Klein and I were
 very close and he told me everything, so you know
- you can trust me. But it was a calculated guess.” -
- Beckett removed his gloves, tuined one first, while -
~he thought aloud. “So this is curious. From what I do

~ know about Augustus, he’s cautious ‘about bringing

~on'new people. Prefers to work through intermediar-

ies for years, testing his underlings’ mettle. I e)tpéét o

most never meet him. And yet you dld and in the
“space of a few months.” :

‘Decorah didn’t nod this time: Beckett put his
_-gloves in the sheepskin jacket, then stuffed his “new”
~ pairinas well. “The question arises: What would make -

a cautious creature like Augustus reveal his presence
- mdeed ‘*his very nature — to one such as you?”

“Back to Pete. WhatdoVouknowaboutourﬁ'lend*‘ o

: “Not much. 1 got the ¢all to show up here about9 =~
- PM.Uh, Earl was watching l'um since they found out His
:he’d been taken here.” = e
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" “But your people never enCOuntered hlm before? '
As far as you know.”

A shrug. “Don’t think so! Earrl is our 1ead on days, :

o .he s pretty well in the loop so he knows what tokeepan

- eye on, right? But yeah, didn’t look like he knew the guy

- from Adam. ‘One of Klein’s men,’ was about all he said.”

- .:Beckett considered tracking this Earl down.
£ _-Maybe later, if he didn’t find what he needed here:

- “You're in someone’s circle, thcrugh aren’t you?” he -
~ asked Decorah. “From the way you're acting, | think
 you know less about this city’s Cainite politics than I

" do. Yet you know about us, what we are, even lf itsin
- the most general of terms. Nou-—2o ot
;. “]esus‘ He s not one of them hunters"" .

~ Pete was already on his feet and. lungmg at the -

o .. 2 bed. His loyalty was commendable and his conclu-

. one else

- sion showed he was brighter than he looked. Still,
even if Beckett hadn’t already discarded the possibil-

~ ity, Decorah’s clear confusion would have convinced

him. He grabbed Pete and squeezed enough to get hls '
~ attention, then ﬂtcked his eyes back to the chair.

#*No, he s hot.: He is, however, workmg for some-
: “Its the only thmg that exp‘iams Augustus be-

- havior. He wouldn’t hire someone for his personal se-

curity detail even on the say-so of one of his own
trusted men. You have to work up to that.” Pete nod-
_ded; Augustus Klein wasn’t the only one who worked
that way. “But if you were recommended by someone
- Augustus trusted — as much as any of our kind trust
7 anyone',_:_that is — well, that’s a different tale.” -
- William Decorah kept his features still, but he
couldn t control the HIJSh that spread across hlS face i



e 3Be6kett'iﬁ'6'§éd cléserto the Head of the bed,: léan«

Jing in as if to share a confidence: “What I don’t un-
- derstand is why this friend would recommend some-

- ohe unschooled in our nature. When you work at that
level, a trusted retalner must know all he can to pro-

- tect his master.”, Lg ks : .

“Klein wasn’t rny master'” Decorah spat “I answer

to no one but Pale Wolf!” His eyes widened and he
 closed his mouth with an audible snap, but the damage -
: _'was done. The drugs had loosened his tongue enough.

“Beckett shot a look at Pete, who shrugged, just

'as puzzled. “Never heard of him. Some other Indian, = '

~or one of, um, you know...” he gestured at Beckett.

- Meaning a Gangrel, like hIlTl Perhaps; unfortunately, L

the name meant nothing. His clan didn’t keep mem-
bershlp rolls, and the name sounded like the kind of

~generic alias any vampire might use, particularly the

Gangrel. All a part of their almost tribal habit of
naming. “Ranulf Runs-L1ke-The Wmd” and that :
' kmd of thing. :

~ Beckett leaned his elbows agamst the metal rall

~ing on the side of the bed. “All right, William. Now .

‘we're getting somewhere. | expect from your expres-
siori that your caretakers don’t know about this ‘Pale -

* Wolf, and you wanted to keep it that way.” Decorah’s i

. embarrassed flush and angry glare confirmed as much.
- “Makes sense; they were only interested in what hap-

~pened at the estate. Youre lucky they’re more inter-

~ ested in me at thé moment. Otherwise they would have -
taken their time picking your brain about everything
-you know. And I don’t mean that figuratively.” -

~ Standing: stralght. helooked around the room. “That

“doesn’t mean they won't come back for a miore thor =

- ough go-round. It not as if you're going anywhete, right?” : :




~"Decorah stared daggers Whats your pomt” he '-
'asked low in his throat.

~ “What if you weren't here toanswer t’nelr questlons"’ g
“Oh 'S0 you threaten to kill me? That doesnt :

S _mean much, considering. Do me a favor.”

" Beckett shook his head. “] was thmkmg more that' 2
L You could walk out of here & i
~ Pete’s gasp of surprise contrasted wnth Decorah CR
_narrow look of distaste. “I'd rather die than become

_ oneof you.” Beckett found that an interesting com- ~
romnent, conSIdermg the man’s loyalty to this “Pale -
~ Wolf.” That wasn’t what he’d meant, anyway, so he

e lecitgo :

 “You know how a vamplres blood works, Wlll .
: 1am? It is a powerful thing, this blood. It grants us

el __abﬂltles the likes of which you can only imagine. Itis

- aforce unto itself, capable of far more than sustaining
"_my kind in this semblance of life. It has the capacttv s
for destruction... and for heahng : :
. Pete was about having a fit in the corner, wl'nle
'Decorah s expression had shifted into suspicion tmged

- with hope. “What are you saying?” -

“Youknow what 'm saying. By drmklng the blood
‘of a vampire, a mortal can heal even most grlevous :
-wounds, yet not become one of the undead hlmsel
- Beckett saw that Decorah had heard of tl'ns, in
: fact also confirming that Augustus hadn’ given him
_his own blood. If he had, Decorah would have been -
his ghoul, would have been able to heal hlmself at

4 least somewhat already.

A calculating look stole across Decorahs face
“And what is it you' want in bt o0 :

“I think. you know that, too




Beckett stood at the wmdow drapes racked open, :
- cor:sndermg Decorah’s story. There was the chance
~ the man was lying, but Beckett didn’t think so. He

knew how to read people, and seldom had he met a

mortal who could slip one by him. Then there were

the painkillers and who knew what else Decorah

struggled against to remain lucid. It wasn’t as notice-
able when he could fall back on attitude and igno- -
~ rance, but once he tried to reconstruct his : memory,
 the strain was more apparent. - :

“He'd given a brief yet ratlonal natrative. Beckett_ -
thought that any attempts at misinformation would

‘have been obvious. Still, it would be foolish not to s

: .c_:heck his story for holes.

Sa you never got a good {ook at at the man who s

injured you,” he commented, glancmg at the reflec- -
tion of the bed in the glass. :
: “Nothing worthwhile. Like I said: T tumed a:ound
--'wherl 1 heard the first gunshots and there was a white
~ guy about my height, thin, and wearing black. After -
: that, I was too busy being thrown over the wall.”
“But he ran past where you fell nothing there?’ &
: “I broke my back landing on top of that ‘goddamn
: bnck mailbox. I was focused more on that, you know?”
Beckett turned his head. “Nothing at all comes to
. mmd? Not even the shoes he wore7 Even lymg onthe’




ground writhing in agony, you rmght stlll have seen
~ his shoes as he ran past.”

“Yeah... maybe.” A pause whlle Decorah dredged 3

e i 'through is muddled memories. “You know, l thlnk he ; .'

- wore dress shoes. Patent leather?”
“Really? Hmm: So the black outfit couid have' o

~ been a suit rather than paramlhtary gear.” Decorah’s
- reflection nodded. “But everyone in the group that
. left before the explosion wore combat gear.”

“The's sun was full on them as they went by so I m
: 'prerty sure.” i
" “But you couldn’ t tell lf the one they camed was
_alwe ornot?”
“Tewasalll coulddoto stay conscious from the pam,
man. ‘They ran past along the side of the road; all I could
- tell was they were carrying someone. Thought at first it
- mlght ve been Klein, except the sun was already up.”
_Beckett nodded. He was certain hunters had set upon
--Augustus Klein. Piecing together what he'd observed at
the estate with what little Decorah was able to tell him, it
didn’t sound like any inter-clan rivalry, nor anything any

i other type of supernatural would do. That was the key, of

course: supernatural. The whole éndeavor — except for
the figure in black who threwagxo“mmanoveratenfoot
high stone wall — sounded too mundane. Even vampires

 carried guns, but they were often merely backup, at least -

~against their own kind. And a dawn raid sounded like the
1 klnd of thing mortals would do against an undead foe.

What bothered him was this black-clad man, the

" man in patent-leather shoes, the man whio left the

 grounds ahead of the group... the man with superhu-

: 'ir_lah strength who was up and about in the daylight.
= Critias and Khalid were wrong about the Gangrel, but
pethaps they were nonedaeless not far off-course after all. -
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: “Thls is all most helpful Wllham, Be'ckett'said ;
-"And now I suppose it’s my turn.” . = :

- He turned from the window and steppe‘d overto

thebed, taking in Decorah’s distrustful look and Pete’s
- nervous one. This is where the double-cross would

~ come, of course. Decorah expected Beckett to-leave

- orkill him, while Pete expected the latter fate for him-

~self. He focused on William, drawing him in with his e

eyes. “As I said before, you shall have to drink my
- blood to be healed. Ingestit, then concentrate on your
_ injuries. Think about restoring yourself. Think of noth- -

~ingelse but that. You'll feel a warmth, aburningspread

_ towherever you've been hurt. Aslong as it hasn’t been
~ too long and you aren’t too seriously m]ured itshould
be enough to get you on your feet again.’

 “Idon’t know how'y you can get more senously i

; Jured than a broken back,” Decorah rasped iy

. “Everything is relatwe Beckett held out hls 1eft
‘arm and turned the wrist up. Extending the talon on_

 his index finger, he cut into the cold flesh of his wrist -

~ and pulled the sharp claw down an inch. Rich, dark_

blood welled up. Beckett turned his wrist and let the

 blood trickle into Decorahscup, long-smce emptied of
juice during his rasping account. With a force of will,

- Beckett urged the blood through his veins. The trickle

t Became a stream spattermg agamst the plastlc in thyth :

_ That's when Pete made hismove. | :
. The ghoul must have burned the vampirlc biood S

: w1thm him, for he moved with preternatural speed
‘toward the door. Beckett had been expecting Pete to

~ try something, either an attack or escape. It made :
- sense; here was the apparent enemy working together

~—an elder Gangrel making a deal with the lackey of




. another. By Pete’s calculations, that must have meant

- he was to be disposed of after they completed their
busmess, which was soon upon them. - S

~That thought had crossed Beckett's mlnd but he’d

".dlsmlssed it some time ago. He needed Pete alive.

~ Decorah might have assumed Pete was lunging to-
ward him, then the ghoul was a blur out the door and

~ down the hall. Beckett forcéd anothet surge of blood into -

the container, then willed his wound to heal. The vitae
trickled to a stop. Decotah looked in surprise through
~ theopen doorway, then with suspicion at the cupand at -
Beckett, who was donning his gloves once again.
i SIYGHE choice, Wllllam," Beckett sald and then
hewasgone o : NS :

Beckett had no intention of t trymg to catch Pete

LA He had to make it look good for any security cameras
- or hidden Nosferatu, though. He wanted Critias and S
- Khalid and their respective broods to know what

~Decorah had seen. It was the best way he could dis-

~prove their theory about the Gangrel. Letting Pete go

~ would make them predisposed to discount anvthlng
he told them, hence this faux chase scene.

- He was weakened from havmg drained away some

i of hls blood, so he had an ‘excuse not to push him-

 self. Still, he moved fast, his preternatural hearing’

- picking up the click of a stairwell door anid the faint
~ staccato clanging of Pete’s rapid descent. Beckett ran -
after, his own feet flashing down steps. He was on_

o _the third floor landing when he heard the ground
floor doot slam open. Riishing down, hé cracked open

~ the door, poked his head out and checked both di-
rections (somewhat melodramatically) — nothing.
~He c,ould hear fetreatmg footsreps sounded like they



~ were going for employee parking. He stood in the

hall, making a show of scenting the-air before head-

- ing down the hall toward the main visitor’s lot, which

: happened to lie in the opposite direction. -
“Beckett was outside a minute later, lookm.g around :

- for Pete and throwing ina few curses for good mea-
- sure. When he felt he’d put on enough of a show, he
~ jogged north into the- dai‘kness, and baclc toward G

' Augustus Klems estate. e
ake usedbyme&statesﬁontgate,dlsmlssmgthe L
.yeIlow pohoe tape that dangled across the wrought iron.

 There, ina lump of plowed snow by the roadside, was a

- small stone structure. It looked almost like a tiny brick

:  oven, but Beckett saw it housed 4 mailbox. The snowwas
§ trampled around its tear, in the space between itand the
~ wall. From the look of things, it did appear that Decorah

could have landed there, his back snapping against the =
- unyielding brick. If he'd rolled over afterward... yes, he
 could well have been facing the street, propped in the snow:

He would have been visible to anyone going by — the

~ only reason he survived, since the firemen or paramedics
- must have seen him when they pulled into the gate. But
- the hunters, hell-bent on fleeing the scene, must have
'mmedhunmamumedhewasclead s .
" So'if Decorah saw them run past, ’whlch way had
: ,they come from and where had they gone? Decorah
claimed he passed out after that, so Beckett didn’t
know if they’d stood around and danced a jig. He would -
- assume they fled the area. Beckett walked along the
- road that ran beside the property, looking over the
- snow for traces of passage. This would be easier as a
> wolf but he’d made enough transformations tomght '
. Fify yatds down he found it: A patch of snow
4 churned up frorn the passage of multiple feet There
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 were even spatters of dull red. The police would have

~ tohavebeen blind or in the Cainites’ pocket to have -

* ovetlooked something like this. He knelt and picked
_ up a handful of snow decorated with crimson. A dab
- of his tongue confirmed it was blood, frozen for al-

* most a day, but unmistakable to the rarified tastesofa

- vampire. He suppressed a reflexive shiver at the fla-

" yor. He could hear that he was still alone, so he didn’t . .

~ bother looking around before leaping over the wall.

‘He landed on the balls of his feet and loped back over

: to the breezeway separating the house and the pool.

1 He found Augustus’ arms where he'd left them.
: 'lee he, the Brujah hadn’t deemed them of any im-

~ mediate importance. The Nosferatu shadowing them

- must have been watching from a distance, otherwise

he would have absconded with the arms like he did
~ the head. Beckett picked up the right arm, holding
_ the curled, clawed hand under his nose. He sniffed

~and caught the faint but unmistakable coppery scent

‘of blood. His tongue flicked out and probed under the
_fingernails. It came away with bits of flesh and em-

- bedded grit. Mortal flesh, with mortalblood The same

i _blood he'd tasted outside the wall.”

It appeared Augustus had at least hurt one.of the .
Tt hunters before he’d been destroyed. Had Augustus killed

~ him? Beckett didn’t think so. Otherwise the hunters
- were best served leaving their downed man to be con-

: - sumed by the fire. So where would mortals take some-
; _one so grievously w0unded he had to be camed away?

A hospital, of course. : _
' Beckett suspected it would be 00 convement that

i he would find his quarry at Alexian Brothers. If noth-

~ ingelse, he was sure the Calmtes would have swept the
place after hearing the riews and rounded up suspects.
- Now was abad time to go 1cnau:k and check, tegardless



i There were sure to be more Bru]ah goons checking the
“place to see if he was still there and to try rounding up

William Decorah — if the man had drunk the blood
~and used its potency to restore his spinal injury. Then

- Beckett realized that, if Decorah hadn’t, the Brujah
 would have a sample of Beckett’s blood. Few knew the
. secrets of blood magic even among Cainites. The Brujah

- weren’t known to practice such things < neither were
the Gangrel, for that matter, though Beckett had picked

_ up some tricks through the centuries. There was always

~a danger, though. Should have poured the stuff into
~ the man’s mouth — or not given him any at all. Anger -
- surged through him, directed inward. What an ama- -
teurish mistake! He'd been sofocused on tying the pieces
of the puzzle together that he'd left himself open. Beckett
forced the Beast back down after a minute of intense
- internal struggle. He had to hope that Decorah was all
that he’d seemed, and that he'd ingested the blood as
directed. Regardless of his own wishes, it wasn't as 1f he
. could do anything about it.

- Thinking of blood magic sparked further inspira-
tion that drew him from his smoldeting fury. He had
learned some thaumaturgical rites; perhaps onewould =
be of use now. It would not be easy considering how
~little he had to work with. If he could scrape togcther ;

: enough of the raw material he needed...
s i eee
0 Two hours later, Beckett was as ready as he was
going to get. The sun would rise in a couple hours and
~ he felt exhaustion creeping around the edges of his
awareness. The many uses of his vampiric disciplines -
in a single night was tiring. There was no question of
_ putting off the ritual, though. Too much time would
- have passed. He might not be able to draw the neces«
sary essence by the next sunset. 50
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' “Laid ot before him i the crurblingold mill he'd

~ chosen as his lair were Augustus’ arms, cleaned of as

- much earthas possible, and a small pile of blood-soaked
snow in a tiny silver bowl he carried in his sheepskin

 jacket. He'd ‘tracked the spattered blood trail all the
“way to a small copse near the estate — where tire tracks

tore through the scattered patches of show to the nearby
 road < scooping up every drop he could. Being cold as

- death, he didn’t have to worry about meltingany of the
- snow and losing the precious blood. Still, it made fora -

“meager amount to work magic upon. He was lucky he -

e attempted asimple wotking. He'd exerted himself quite

- abit this evening, and such a minor thaumaturgy would i

- come close to wiping him out. 7

" Hebegan the casting, a susurration spﬂhng From h1s

- lipsashefocused his will. Beckett snapped off Augustus’
o nght index finger, then moved the armis side by side, palms

- up. Into them he placed the bowl, laying the finger across -

e the top of the bloody snow. Then he drew a talon across

- each of his own palms and swiveled his wrists so that his
_hands were held in a reflection of Augustus’ dead ones..

“The snow burst upward in a sudden blast of steam

g theh his blood dripped into the bowl. Beckett contin-

- ued his subdued chanting, his eyes riveted to the bub- -.

~ blingblood. The finger was stained arich'red and threat-

~ ened to spill out of the small saucer as it tumbled in the -
- boiling fluid. He concentrated to close the woundson - -

his palms, but made no move to keep the bobbing fin-
ger in place. Despite threatening capsize, it remained

inthe bowl. Beckett held still except for his lips, which
‘moved ever faster as if the speed controlled the amount

of heat channeled into the silver saucer. After perhaps

~aminute, the blood boiled away, leaving the bowl clean
- and the finger a dark red, almost maroon. Beckett forced
- a cleansing breath and lowered his arms, then picked
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up Aﬁgus‘m‘s" finger. He lay it in the palm of his hand

- and held it to eye level. Nothing happened for a few
- seconds. Then the digit jerked into motion, like some
_bizatre worm. It flexed its knuckles to shift around in

- Beckett's palm, stopping when it had changed its p051— b
. _.non perhaps twenty degrees. ! ; :
" The finger pomted toward the southeast Toward
. '_.:the city of Chicago. -
: Eeckett srmled The huntershad becmne tI\e hunted

.‘. T

'The next evemng Beckett arose by four in the af- e

o ternoon — he was usually awake before the last light of - :

I. - the setting sun had faded, and darkness fell early during |

winter in the Midwest. Though conscious, the hour and

~his exertions from the previous evening took theirtoll.
- He was sluggish in his adopted lair, pacing to pass the S

 time until it was dark enough to venture forth.

‘Beéckett followed the urgings of the finger tuggmg.
at his neck. Augustus’ digit was tied into a necklace

- made from braided lengths of Beckett’s own hair. It - :

twitched at each change of dlrectlon. wantmg always
ot to ‘point toward its quarry. -

*“The west was still a burnt smear when Beckett flit- -

5 ted southeast, a wolf once more. The e evemng wasabit

- warm for the season, but Beckett smelled a storm a few

' -'days off. He hugged the shadows as he loped through o

| ~ an increasingly urban landscape His human form was-
- less conspicuous, of course, but for covering distance
fast, nothing beat the ground-eating stride of the wolf.

Still, he saw few people along the way, but didn’t much '

- worry if they saw him in return. Most would write hlm ;
off as a figment of the i 1magmatlon or a'stray dog.

' Augustus’ fmger gave more insistent tugs, alert— =

- '_'mg Beckett that he was drawmg near. Then he stopped s
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~dead, hackles raised and teeth bared against danger.
- He wasfilled with a tremendous sense of unease. Some
~threat lurked ahead, something powerful and lethal
_that might best even an elder like him. Pacing back -
‘and forth as if along an invisible fence, Beckett no-

- ticed the neighborhood must have sensed it also. The

. streets were empty, even of vehicle traffic, and hissharp
“ears heard the blare of too-loud televisions and radios,

~ but no conversation. He could almost picture the

“mortals around him hunkered down, silent and dread-
mg. as if hldmg from some great predator.

© Beckett was disturbed to realize he felt like domg the .
 same thing. He didn’t want to go where the finger pointed.
He wanted to find a safe place to hide from the danger.

Them like aswitch being thrown, the feelmg vanished.
- Beckett shook himself. He was still uneasy, though -

<5 for a different reason. He wanted to know who or what -

could instill such fear. Beckett wasn’ta coward, but con- |
- sidering the threats arrayed against his kind, his clan

- and himself of late, prudence was called for. Whatever-

- it-was was gone now, though, and pacing in someone’s
- back yard wasn’t going to get him any answers.
- He flashed through the long residential blocks,
i Augustus finger drawing him ever closer. He felt sure

~ e was almost on top of it when he caught the acrid
tang of smoke. Slowing to a lope from his flat-out run,

Beckett avoided plowing headlong into the man who
- burst around the corner. They both skidded to a stop,
two black figures no more than a handful of yards from
- - one another in a narrow alley used for garbage collec-
 tion and garages that bisected the block. Beckett would -

- have blown right past the man, leaving him with a
story to tell his frlends but that he sensed the man

' was not mortal S



HE ek of desth ol death ind the ol oF

; the grave. He carried with him the smell of gunpow-

: ~der and gasoline, of spilled blood and burning flare.

Beckett rocked his weight to his haunches, back

~arched and fur bristling, jagged teeth gleaming white
~ against his pelt with brilliance ‘equal to his crimson -
~eyes. A low, rumbling growl flowed from his throat,

* like a powerful engine on idle. The amulet of Augustus’
~ finger pulled at him, tapping at his extended lower
;aw and pointing at where the man stood. .

- For his part, the stranger looked bemused more than
_anvthmg He wore black, though his attire was more re-
fined than a furry pelt. A long overcoat of mldnlghthung
- overacharcoal suit, dark hair tousled from running. Run-
_ning in black patent leather shoes, Beckett saw. '

. “You're a big svonofabltch aren’t you? I don t envy
~ the dogcatcher that has to take you on, my friend,’
_the man said as he moved to one side. Beckett sh1fted
position as well, keeping them equidistant from one
another. “Don’t feel llke bemg klbble, ) why don "
' you get away fromme.” .. ..
., Beckett felt the force of those four w0rd5 llke a
physwal blow. He didn’t notice the man’s eye flare with
~a green light, so intent was he on running away. He'd
gone halfway down the alley in the next block before
he regained control of himself. The man was a dark
shape swallowed in the shadows of the alley, growing
* smaller and less distinct by the second. Beckett knew
~ he should go after the figure, that he would find the

answers to many things from the man in the long black - i

. coat He found he couldn t take evena smgle step back '

‘but some dead thmg Not a vamplre Becketts wolf’s
hose easily caught that the scent, while similar, wasun-
5 mlstakably different A Wa]kmg corpse One of the rests i




less dead. It had forced somethlng into Becketts mmd
- had subjugated Beckett’s will. Crimson rage flooded his
- sight, fury at being dominated like some weakling mor-
; t’al, -and by what? A pathetic parody of the undead. =~
- ‘Beckett howled in frustration, hungering for re-
. venge but unable to force his body forward to exact lt !

Becketts anget eub51ded after he slammed hlm-

A, self against a Dumpster His ears, deaf for a time to

~everything but his own snarls of outrage, picked up -
 the hooting sirens of fire engines. He smelled the fire,
~ now that he was calm enough to reglster it. It wasa
~ serious blaze somewhere nearby. - 3
- 'Heé shook off the encounter with the dead thmg_
~ -as best he could and slunk into a patch of darkness to
- become human again. On his'way out of the alley he

~_ noticed an older woman peeting from behind the

‘drapes while she chattered on the phone. Her eyes
- ‘widened when she saw him, and he thought perhaps
she’d witnessed his transformation: She vanished from

- the window and moment later a door opened. “Mis-

ter, you'd better get out of there!” she cried, eyes dart-
~ ing aréund behind the crack. “I saw a wolf attacking
- that Dumpster. I'm trying to get Animal Control out

1 : _here — 1 think it might have rabies!”

~ “The Dumpstet?” Beckétt asked with & stile: 2
* “The wolf. 'm not kidding!” she snapped, slam-

ming the door closed. “Don’t come crawlmg to me 1f

- you get attacked!”

- Beckett shook lns head and followed the insistent

~ tugs of Augustus’ finger. He wasn’t the least blt sur-

e _pnsed when it led him to the fire.

- He stayed a good distance away, his every instinct
_ 'screammg that it stﬂl wasn't far enough The Beast



- within him clamored to run, run as far away from the

fire as it could go. His nerves jangled at the mere sight” :

~of the hungry, flickering flames. His embarrassment at

being defeated by the man in the long black coat fueled
~his resolve. Let his animal nature gibber and shake;
Beckett would deny the fear the flames tried to instill.

- A crowd was gathering near the burning build- =~
- ing, afour story walk-up with a brick exterior bur with

~ plenty of wood to catch fire. The first fire engine had
arrived, and firemen in yellow slickers with reflective

~ stripes were scrambling into action. A second fireen-

 gine pulled up along with an ambulance while the first
* was still getting underway, with a third fire truck ap-

pearing through the alley a few minutes later. Beckett

- got a glimpse through the near edge of the crowd as
the -vehicles pushed through; looked like a couple
_people made it out. The paramedics made a bee line -

_for the street where they lay while-a few firemen ven- =

‘tured up the'front steps and inside «— though the lat-
~ter emerged less than a minute later. The fire had -
- spread too far for them to attempt rescue; the best they
- could do now was contain it. Given Chicago’s htstory _

- with fires — at least, with that one really big one —

 the firemen were well-trained in isolating the blaze so

e 1 chdn tspread through the neighborhood. ,

-~ The finger was still jerking at his neck pomtmg
s the fire- Beckett stripped the cord and shoved the

amulet in his ‘pocket.-He was conspicuous énough - i
- wearing dark glasses at niight; he didn’t need the neigh-

' borsl seeing a blood-red finger dancing on his chest. -

It looked like the déad mian had disposed of the
,-__-*véry hunters-it had helped the other morning at

i Augustus estate. Unless it wasn’t working with them;
_it’spossible they were chasing the zombie, too. But then
" what was it domg at Klems to begm w1th? Beckett- :




~ doubted even ‘Augustus Klein would traffic withsucha -
~ creature; few among theirkind could stand such mock— ;
" eries. Unless he hadn’t known the thing was a corpse.
- Possible; if Beckett hadn’t smelled it with his hypersen-

. sitive wolf’s nose; he might have mistaken its scent for -

fellow Cainites. Even assuming that, Beckett was no
- closer to-understanding what the black-clad man was

5 up to. Since the hunter léad was dead-ended, Beckett

* dearly wanted to go after the zombie. He could track it
~ byscent, but he felt the lingering compulsnon and knew :

e that as soon as he got close he’d balk.

Busy puzzling out his next step;: Fibsaw the b -
lance tear away, sirens blaring, only to be replaced by -

~one of a half-dozen police cars. He stepped further back -

_ into the shadows cast by the fire and considered the like
- lihood of finding the dead man. There was no way to be

sure, but Beckett sensed that the directive to stay away

“wouldn’t last forever. Pérhaps it would be fruitful to track

~ the scent as far as possible, get a general idea where the
- thing hid. Then, after Beckett had regained mastcry of -

hls will, he would pay the dead man a surprise visit.:
¢ Beckett was about to'slip off into the night wben =

- he noticed a bit of red by his’ feet. The finger must
- have fallen from his pocket. It was little more than'a

~ curiosity at this pomt, since ‘the quarry it had been

i ~ensorcelled to track was now dead, but he didn’t like

~ to leave vampire fingers lying around. Stooping to pick

£ up, Beckett saw the finger twitch: His eyes widened

“behind his dark glasses. The thing was still function-
- ing; it must have tugged itself from-his pocket The -

i hunter was still alive. But where?

* Hishead jerked up, 'scanning the area where the :
- fmger poitited. It was crawling away from the fire;so
the hunter was leaving the area. Even though he'd
2 "'been distracted, Becl(ett dldn I recail seemg anyone' '
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shp away,” and he Wouid have notlced a mortals at-
tempts at'stealth. So how—- FE R I i Tt
- The ambulance. - g i €0 T
~ Beckett smiled. Looked lllce the mmble hadnt o
: :been as’ thorough as it mlghf have l1ked Tt R
: A ... ]

Beckett elreled the hotise, Sllpp_ g'from one piece 5
___of cover to the next, hugging the shadows, keeping
~ hiseyes on the place at all times. ‘Though not as strong |
~as it had been, the dead thing’s compulsion still lin-
gered; this was as close as he could make himself get.
‘Beckett was confident it was a matter of time before -

- he would break free of it altogether. The important
: -_fhmg was that he'd tracked the zombie to his bolthole.

He'd already confirmed that the ambulance had gone

: to Cook County Hospital, not far south of thefire. Back- - :'I
'trackmg and finding the zombies trail was made difficult

; "'smce he couldn’t travel on the roads for any length of

time. A large black wolf running forty niiles pet | houron
‘the Interstate was bound to capture someone attention.
~ The trail led north for about two hours, endingin a small

:-_oommumty on the shores of a lake. The place the crea- -

 ture had gone to was a fine example of the Italianate =

style of architecture. It wasa large. two-story affair (three

if you counted the spacmus attic under the wide, sloping
. -roof) The front was narrow, with a covered entrance to

- one side and large windows taking up the rest of the fac-
* ing. The house extended toward the lake with a large -
enclosed sunroom on each floor overlooking the water.

~ The structure: was set back from the road with expansive
- lawns ranging to a precise row of firs along either side of

~ the property. The land behind the house sloped to the

lake, with a pathway meandering down to a boathouse

on the frozen lakeshore. There _d_l_cl_ne seem to be much s




- activity in the area; Beckeétt wondered if it might be a

o seasonal neighborhood. If the creature wanted to remain

~out of sight, this wasn't a bad place todoit. =
- Beckett burned the house and the immediate area
_ on his memory. After one last circuit, he had a compre-
‘hensive read on the best approaches. With the zombie

- tagged, he considered his next move. He was some dis-

~tance from Chtcago, buthe didn’t want to callitanight;
it wasn’t even midnight yet. He was confident the
~ hunter he'd been tracking was at the hospltal but he
preferred to make sure. Sensing the moon’s position, he

 felt he could make it back to the city after midnight.

= That should give him eniough time to feed and still get
“some detalls on whoever got brought in from the ﬁre

-----

o .'_w-:mld have all the information he’d need. .
He made a sllght detour on his return to take ad-

L 'vantage of a motorist pulled over at a rest stop. When _.
. possible, he tried to leave alive those he fed upon. The

~euphoria of the vampire’s bite left them with no clear -
.~ recollection of what had happened, and the blood in -
. his saliva was sufficient to close the wounds he cre-
: iated to feed. However, as a wolf, Beckett was far more
savage in his feedings than he would have been in his
~ human shape, and his compassion for mortals’ less
_acute The hapless motonst died qulckly, at least :
~ Beckett arrived at the Cook County emergency
~ room a little after one in the morning, cheeks flushed -
- from feeding, looking like any of the other people emerg:- -
- ing from the cold. The ER was bustling, but not the
- madhouse he’d expected. It seemed the fire was the cri-
- sis of the moment, under control for a while now. A

- few small groups reeking of smoke scattered about the

~ waiting area, mixed among a handful of people with
minor m] uries wamng the1r turn for treatment.




- Beckett approached the admissions countér and =~

'. caught the attention of a tired young clerk Help You” i e

: she asked, eyemg his sunglasses.
“He had an exciise ready for the glasses, but de' s

: 'clded not to bother with it in this instance. “‘Yes; there g 1

was a fire in my friend’s building earlier this evening.”

' “We only got a few mjured sir.” She smacked her
~ gum and shrugged. “I can’t tell you any identities, but

you give me your fnend s name, I can check it agamst‘ o

those we’ve received.” i
~ “Eli Warren,”. he Sald Itwasa bullshlt name. but
that didn’t matter for his purposes. : ;
 “Your friend’s a man? nght, just one e man brought'
_m from that and his name’s not Warren.” She shrugged
“and made a lazy gestute around. “T'heard he woﬂcs here
' The patient, I mean, not your f friend.”.

Beckett frowned. Interesting if the huntet wasa .

: phys1c1an Perhaps his medical studies had brought him
across victims of vampires. Unless it was a woman the .

- amulet was tracking. Interestmg in its own right. He
realized the clerk was saying somethmg, a mask of com-
miseration on her face.

g --ghb about it or anythmg lts possnble your T
_fnend was taken to another facility. Or maybe he

: _wasn t home when the fire started, yknow?

_Beckett trled on a thin smile. “Yes, of course. The_'
: -others who were btought in are all nght, though?”

o8 cant dwuige specifics, you understand. I don’t .'

tl-nnk anyone was brought in critical; though.” She
‘gave him an appraising look. So, your accent. You :
from England or something?” * . 2@« o
- “Belgium,” he said, for the hell of i :
~© Her brow furrowed. “Huh; never met a Belglsh
person before. That really a country?” L
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 “It'is a small one, near France.” Beckett had no in-

. terestin flirting with a mortal, especially one with such

- poor command of basic geography. He'd learned all he
could, so he thanked her and retreated. On his way to
the exit, he realized one of the people waiting was look-
ing him over with more than casual interest. A stocky
Asian man in a black knit cap and overcoat flicked his
eyes away as Beckett turned. He was ready to dismiss it as

curiosity about a man wearing sunglasses at night. Then
he noticed how the man stood. Leaning forward, knees
slightly bent, weight on the balls of lus feet, hands re-
laxed by his side. And there, the eyes panning the room
but stopping for a fraction to check up on Beckett.

.. Beckett slowed his gait toward the exit. One of

 Critias or Khalid’s men, somehow on his trail again?
‘Or perhaps someone from one of the other vampire -
clans. A ghoul, if so; he looked too flushed and, well,
alive to be a Cainite. Then Beckett remembered the
man had been in the waiting area already. He couldn’t
have known Beckett would show, not for certain. So

- he wasn'’t here for Beckett. Coincidence and simple

- curiosity? By the way the man in the knit cap tracked

“him, Beckett was sure it was far more than that.

_ He stopped and bent over a water fountain, which

“allowed him to get a better look at the man. He made
swallowing motions as the water ran through his lips,
noting the man’s brow darken as he did so. Interest-

*ing; surprised that Beckett would take a drink of wa-

- tet. Beckett straightened and wiped his mouth on the

“back of his glove, then turned again for the exit. Now
~ to see if the man would follow. Get him in an out of :
the way place and find some answers. :

. A young black man came out of the rest room

~ door in front of him. He avoided the youth, but used

G the opportumty to turn one last time and get a good




look at the man in the knit cap. He was advancing, -

but stopped when the black youth walked over to him.
" Beckett exited in the general direction of the El
station, considering his options. The amulet indicated

“that the hunter was somewhere in Cook County. He
would have prefetred to have tracked the kine to a
‘more permanent site, and still didn’t know his (or her,

- admittedly) specific identity. Asfar as the former was
concerned, he-had a fair idea of the hunter’s-home,
but as it was a burning crater that didn’t help much.
For the latter, knowing his {or her) identity would help,
but mattered little as long as Augustus’ finger could
point the way. The hunter was under scrutiny at the .
present; even if Beckett could get to the kine’s bed-
side <~ and he wasn’t thrilled with the prospect of
tunning around yet more hospital hallways = the
mortal might not even:be capable of coherent con-
versation, depending on how severe his injuries were.
‘Better to pick up the trail after he was released from
this place. The amulet would lead Beckett wherever

“the target went through a full cycle of the moon;

Beckett could hang back and watch as his quarry led '

him to each of his monster-hunting friends. -

The z6mbieiwas a ‘complication, and a fmstratim.'
Beckett was interested in knowing what role it played in
current events. Though it remained off limits for the time
being, he’d at least discovered where the creature dwelled.
Beckett would pick up that trail when he felt certain

: he'd shrugged off the last of the thing’s influence. =

-Beckett could check up on Critias and Khal:d but

_.shrugged off that option. He felt confident that he -
~ was further along in tying together the pieces of the
puzzle than they were. It would be best to disclose the
- whole mystery and present it to them — and Inyanga
— wrapped ina nice bow Until he could prove to the :
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 paranoid elders that the Gangtel were not traitors, any
- dealings he had with their clans would be tense and
difficult at best. The thought of conflict stirred his

~ blood, but he preferred caution over combit.

. The man in the knit cap was a new puzzle. He might
be nothing at all, though Beckett hadn’t survived as long
as he had by making such assumptions. He tagged the’
man as a partner of the hunter he was already tracking
through Augustus’ finger. The mortal had a disciplined,
_one could even say military, bearing, and was more than
casually interested in Beckett. So track him? Let himself
~ be tracked? Either one was a dangerous proposition. Right
now it seemed the man in the knit cap didnt know that
Beckett had tagged him. Leave them to their own de-
. vices and stick to tracking the wounded hunter. Ifhe was
associated with Beckett’s primary quarry, Beckett would
- find out soon enough. And if the man he amounted to
nothmg, so much thebetter.” = =
- That left the Indian, William Decorah He wasn’t -
& hunter, neither was he a ghoul. He knew about the
supernatural, and claimed loyalty to “Pale Wolf,” who-
_ever that was. Beckett paused by the metal stairs to
the elevated train platform. Yes, it rmght be time to
ke ﬁnd out to whom that ahas helonged to. '

It took perhaps an hour to lope back to Alexian
Brothers Medical Center. He stopped by a frozen shrub
‘and dropped the gloves he’d been carrying in his
 mouth. It was the pair he’d taken from William
‘Decorah’s pocket the night before; he had removed
them from his own jacket before changing forms so
~ that they wouldn’t be transformed along with the rest
~of his clothing. They were his best method of picking -
- up Decorah’s scent, but d!dﬂ t do htm much good 1f he
couldn’t smell them il




* He took a few strong whiffs; then, with the Indians

~* smell strong in'his scent-memory, Beckett circled thehos-
- pital. Within minutes he picked up the trail and followed -

it west. The scent brought him west and south; at some
- point Decorah had picked up a ride — hitchhiking, or

~ had he contacted someone? That detail mattered little i

- at present; Beckett was more concerned with losing the

~ scent. It proved a minor worry. As a wolf, his nose was
~ forty times more sensitive than in his human shape —

 which was already ten times more acute than any mortal’s.

- Decorah’s scent faded, but the car had a distinct green,

; _-earthy smell that stood out in the middle of winter. -

-Soon enough he found himself crossing a frozen river -

X and flashing by a golf course, then another mile to what
~ was once a farm. The land had long since been parceled
off in residential plots, though-it hadn’t yet become a

- full-fledged suburb. He felt he was getting very close to
~ hisdestination. The vehicle’s green smell grewevenmore
fresh, and there was a kind of... anticipation in the air.

His trot became a low crawl before he even real-

"..:-'ized he’d slowed. There was something more thanan- -

. ticipation, and it wasn’t coming from him. He real-
ized a presence surrounded him, a powerful, ancient

~ something, with a questing eye large as the moon. He -

~ felt the force of it like a physical pressure. He knew it

~ was searching, looking for him — and with this real-
_ization, Beckett understood he’d felt this aura for some
time, flittering in and out of hls perceptlon evei'
since he’d come to Chlcago .
' He didn’ t know what it. was, other than it wasa
- power of staggering magnitude, and thatonce it found :
~ him, he would be lost. - o
- Beckett did the crnly tlung he knew to do in the e
_- .face of supenor mlght. He fled. L




He ran west, stopping to slip under the earth away
- from the sun. His survival instinct was in overdrive, push- - -

- ing him to-get as far from what he’d sensed as possible.

The Beast in him wanted to fight, to tear into anything

‘that would try to control him. The Beast was cunning, e

- but it wasn’t too bright. Reason dictated caution and -
 thinking long-term. Gratifying as it would be, Beckett:
- understood that it was suicide trying to battle sornething' ;
 as powerful as he'd sensed without some kind of plan. -
o By Idaho he had a rough blueprmt Worked Out,
' ancl shlfted hlS course southward o 7
: ée o g

Sllver Lake was one of 1 many nelghborhoods folded
itito the’ greater sprawling mass of Los Angeles. It had

: 1ongen]0yed abohemian reputation, drawing in an eclec- -
- tic mix of lifestyles and personalmes, most sharing the

- pursuit of the performance or fine arts. Beckett walked -
along, noting the scattering of quirky bungalows and slab- -

- like apartment buildings, clusters of shops peppered
~among them. Neither did he spend much thought on

-the weather, cool in the California desert night but quite -

i, ._.balrnv compared to northern Illinois in winter.

~His mind was still mulling over the mystery he'd
- run from, handling the various pieces of the puzzle
~ and fitting them together in new ways to see what the

~ final picture might be. Much remained as murky as it

. had beén when he'd fled five days ago. He had three

strong leads, though, and one real obstacle remamed

b to dlscovermg how they all tied together.

" Which was why he was walking | between asetof
poorly maintained hedgerows to a brightly painted cot-

‘ tage. He rapped on the door with his gloved hand, flex-
- ing the thin leather he wore as he waited. He'd tossed

 his old pair, the one hand ruined from allowing his ever-



present talons to tear through the fingertips. He didnt

- expect these to last —like putting acondom overafire

; j' hose , eally — but they were sufficient for the pretense. -

* There was no immediate response so he knocked .

: agam It was later; sensing the movement of the new -

~moon, Beckett imagined it was close to one in the
- morning. He knew she’d be up, though; she wasamght' i

: '.-.oWl Must be back in her workshop. -
A few seconds later the heavy wood door swung

7 '-back and a woman collapsed agamst itasif overcome =
~ with shock. “As I live and bteathe,” she Sald hand 0

her chest. “Come on in, Beckett” =
He allowed himself a smile and stepped it the t cozy

: lmng room, noting that she’d added a few dozen knick- - :

- knacks since he'd last been by. “How are you, Nola?”
 “Not too different,” she said, swinging the door

._shut with a solid thunk. “Been keeping my head down

the past few years. The millennium stirred up all sorts
of shit; done my best to stay out of alliof it ;e o
.Y thought you might. Prudence has always been
.'your hallmark. In fact, I thought you mlght move toa
~more secluded locale.”

il Chg sh:ugged with one shoulder, gesturmg toward
- the back of the house with the other. “Let’s go to the

- workshop. No, I figured I've been here fifty years, P'm

settled. The end of the world is gorma happen Id l1ke
- to be where I'm most comfortable.”

-Nola Spier didn’t look much over folry,I but Beckett |

& knew dhiwas almost twice that age. This would have

* been unremarkable to him if she was a vampire, but she
‘was mortal. At least, as near as he’d ever been able to

determine. He’d met her sometime in the 1930s when
“he was searching for a drug putported to expand the -

user’s awareness and tap into collectlve rnemory {It s
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= idivt ) Back thirt she'd bieit ohe of iy ofphans

- struggling to get by in the Depression. Her large eyes

- and cherubic face had brought her to the attention of
~one Fortis Spier, a mystic of some small ability. He’d

- taken her under his wing, though his designs were more

- prurient than humanitarian. Nola had proven herself
. plenty capable of holding her own against the older
~man’s advances. Surprisingly, what could have been”

~another dysfunctional relationiship had blossomed into -

*an equal partnership and romance. When Beckett
stopped through twenty years later for some input on

. the local occult scene, he found Nola a handsome and

. confident woman who doted on the aging Fortis asmuch -
- as he pampered her. It was only after her husband died
~ that Nola revealed how powerful a mystic she was; she -
- refrained from disclosing the full extent of her talents
to spare Fortis’ feelmgs e
~_Beckett was aware of the various brotherhoods of :
- magicians scattered around the globe, but he avoided

o them as best he could. A superstitious and hidebound

: lot, they were a mass of contradictions and hypocrisy

to rival vampires. He much preferred dealing with the

loners, those like himself who tappecl into the world
._around thembut charted their own course. '

. He kept his trie nature secret from most of them,
S t]'lough he assumed many of his contacts had a fairidea
* of what he was. He would have been disappointed if they

~ didn’t; he made a point to deal with those who were

~ perceptive and discteet. He expected no léss of those

~ with whom he associated. He was sure Nola Spier knew -
‘what he was, just as he was aware she was far more pow-

. erful awizard than she claimed. She didn’t seem the least -
~ bit disturbed by him and he'd always found her good

company, so they maintained a prétense that they were
--.each no more than dabblets in l:he otcult T'he passage' '



- of decades with no physical change on his partand little
enough on hers was overlooked. In an isolated existence,
it was rare to find someone with whom you could be
“relaxed and not be subject to the petty socnal conven-
tlcms of disclosure or bonding. - - X
* Nola’s wotkshop took up almost ha]f the bungalow s
It was a long, rectangular room crammed with books,
- jars, clothing, various devices and sundry oddments. It =
looked like a moviefstudiofprop department afteracy-
- clone went through. She leaned against one of the many
cluttered counters, not bothermg tooffer aseat since there
~was no place to sit that wasn’t already under‘stacks of
~ papers and boxes, and turned a curious look at Beckett.
“So; you don’t iook like you came by to ychat! S
. “Not this time,” he said, pausing to 1001( overa
.large bisected animal s1<ull “Recent dlscovery?” :
- “Recent purchase Guy I know in Texas, cialms
: 1ts fromawerewolf.” . - iy
55 “Clalmsr’ _.:_...c-‘ B 4 o, HE
- She shrugged and pcnnted outa couple spots
: “Somethmg odd about the teeth and the ocular cav- i
ity. I'll figure it out sooner or later.” e P £
~“You'll have to let me know how it turns out.”
v Beckett ‘Wwas® mtngued but, as Nola had pointed out,
- he didn’t have time for discussions on lycanthrope
physiognomy. “I need your servlces for somethmg,
Nola. A charm.” - = = ; ;
d “Really? Not my strong smt, you know ,
' “You're better than you admlt And vou re more'_ s
willing to take dlrectlon than rnost anyone else I could M
ask righ€fiow.” ©ic s - .
- “Yeah, 'm casy. ‘Sois time an lssue?l know money
_isn’t.” They both smiled. Neither had much use for
money, instead, they tradecl in favors He was ahead
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. one or two, 5o he had little doubt she’d help him —
& another reason he’d chosen to come to her.

~ “Time is important but not vital,” he said, stepﬁlng

e 'over to look over a bright greent substance that bubbled

‘in a beaker, with no apparent source of heat beneathit.
“Sooner the better, but I'd prefer less than two weeks.”

‘Nola nodded. “I'll let you know if thats do—abie -

- _once you tell me what you need.”

' “Slrnple enough Invnsnblhty
i eee

Beckett dlclnt need actual 1nv151bthty, though he
'wanted a similar effect. He had to cloak his psychic
__ 'presence, become unnoticeable to preternatural sens-

‘ing. That way he could avoid the notice of the power-
ful entity he’d felt when tracking William Decorah.

- Whatever it was — and he had a strong suspicion it

was this “Pale Wolf’ — it exerted some kind of influ- -

ence over the city. This was pure instinct, but he’d long

o ago learned to trust it over his intellect. He had no in-
- tention of falling under its thrall, but the other option

~-was to never return to Chicago... and even then he
“wasn't ‘ceftain it couldn't reach him anywhere in the

 world. He might have been willing to take the risk and-
- leave it all be, but he wanted to shove Critias and

- Khalid's spurious claims back down their throats. Todo -
that, he had to find the truth behind these hunters and

' what connection there was between them and this force.

~ Nola listened as Beckett described what he needed.
- She didn’t take any notes, but he wasn’t worried. In con-

' trast to the chaos of her home and workshop, Nola Spier’

- mind was a marvel of organization. She was filing his every
word and already working on a method of implementation.
~ “This kind of thing is harder than you might ex-
- pect,” she said after he flmshed “Its not llke | can
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' jllst, well, shiit off your aura. That’d make ablank spot

~ nobody could tell it was you, but they’'d be more

-worked up about this psychic hole roaming around.”

" “Tsuspected as mriuch. It would be best 1f | could
“blend in with the- background” =~

" “Like incidental noise? Stuff we hear all the tlme i

but never pay attention to?”

- “Something like that.” LR

~ Nolapursed her lips in thought “It’s possnble T

.i ve never tried it. Hard to say if I can pull it off in a
- week or s0. What about if you don’t track as you?”

~ “Hmm. Ltke I'm someone else spec:ﬂc, or that I' S

. have a generic pSYCl‘llC signature?” - : ;
-0 9 The latter. First one I don’t thmk I could pull :
2 off Have to get a feel for your aura and who you'd
~want to be, and I don’t think you're hep to that.”

' Beckett qmrl(ed an eyebrow. “No, I wouldn’t be
- If t’nats what you’re restricted to, doTEY,

“Her head tilted to one side, eyes ﬂlckmg as she

conmdered the variables. “Okay I'dsay... give me three 2 :

or four days. Get the proper materials, test everythmg

- out, the whole bit. Think you can occupy yourself b

: through the weekend?”
That Shouldn thea problem

-'-'Zooo R A R

Beckett headed out to the desert to pass the time.

-He didn’t care for big cities, and Los Angeles was one
_of the biggest. He considered doing some research
while he ‘was in the area, but his efforts in Chicago
~ had left him sour on the taste of digging into myster-
“ies. Once he had dealt with the strangeness there he

~would be free to move on. After a few nights of chas- -
ing hares and coyotes, he headed back for L.A., hav- -

. mg admltted that a large part of h1s mood was feelmg




like he'd let himself get run off. He shouldn’t be
- ashamed of fleeing from what felt like a more power-
ful being, but it was galling nonetheless. At least Nolas -

- charm would give him the opportunity to redress that.

- Heslipped back to her house the next Monday night,
- sated on animal blood and sill riding high from roaming

S free in the wild. The electric redhead who opened the

door startled him for a second, until he realized it was Nola.
She couldn’t see his eyes through the dark glasses

- he wore, but she'd known him long enough to read

- the slight tilt of the eyebrows and quirk of the mouth
- that indicated surprise. “You like it?” she asked, fluff-
~ ing the short red hair. “I got done sooner than I'd
“thought, so I decided to dye my hair.”
“It’s unnaturally vivid,” he said, shaklng his head
in bemusement. “Quite atresting, though.”
- “Tll take that as a compliment. Come on back
_ l’ll show you what else I've been up to.”

. The workshop was as cluttered as the other mght, :
rhough Beckett’s keen eyes noted that much of the clut-
- ter had been shifted around as if to create a new dy-
‘namic of disorganization. She led him to a workbench
near the middle of the room. It was covered with a half-
dozen festive metal cookie tins, a broken mousetrap,
some dried strips of flesh impossible to identify, a clear
baggie containing little white balls, a bundle of reeds
- and feathers, a cluster of small glass jars filled with vari-
* ous liquids, and a soapstone slab. The other oddments -
were shoved to the edges, leaving the stone in that rar-
est of circumstances for Nola Speir’s home: a clear space.
‘Centered on the slab was a bracelet of braided silver,
i _the thin strands entwined in a pattern hypnotizing in its -
~ complexity. A'number of small opalescent stones were
__drllled through the center and strung through parts of
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_the braid. The bracelet was attractive in a New Age:y

~fashion; not the kind of thing Beckett would wear, but

- then he wasn’t much of one for jewelry to begin with. =

-~ “I made it a bracelet when I noticed you already

~ had a necklace,” Nola explained. Beckett had almost
forgotten Augustus’ finger. It lay under his shirt, twitch-
ing seldom now that hé was so far from Chicago.

““Doesn’t matter; could’ve made it a hatband or some-

 thing, I suppose. Important thing is what it does, fight”

~ “Indeed.” He picked up the necklace and turned

it over in his hands, looking at the Workman'ship '

~ “Don’t let the’ ‘expenisive materials fool you,” she .
sald “It won’t last more than a few months.” -

+“I thought you said you got done early. Why not

- také more time to infuse it with greater longevity?”
" “It’s not a matter of, ‘Oh, I'll take another day and
slap on another six months to this puppy.” Nola
shrugged, digging into the plastic bag and popping one
of the white globules into her mouth. Her chewing lend-
ing a liquid quality to her words, she continued, “Yo-
. gurt-covered peanut. Want one? No? Anyway, it’s more

 like orders of magnitude. To give you close towhat you .

‘wanted in the time I had available,.another few days

' wouldn’t have made a difference. I shot you an email .
. onSaturday explaining things and to see if you wanted -

 ‘me to take more time, but when I didn’t hear back I

- ﬁgured I should go ahead and get this together.” | i)
© “No, that’s fine. I' wasn t aware of the llm:ta- ;
_tionsinvolved.” - i

St N[ rlght then leelsatd 1tWorksand prettyrnuch '

o does what it’s supposed to0.”” She popped more yogurt balls,
'ieanmg oné hip agamst the table as she described her
- creation’s capabilities. “What you have there iskindofa

ychic whlte noise generator. Masks your aura: by overé e




Jaying it with random waves, Spreadmg into the immedi-
ate surroundings. 1 figured dissipation on the fringes was
- thebest way to hide you ~—kinda like a warped floor,
. right? Ata glance, don’t notice anything out of the ordi-
- nary. If you shoved that rise into a more compact area,
L though—_—"__Nola made sweeping and squaring motions
e w1th her hands “—you'd see it in a heartbeat.” = . _
- Beckett nodded. “Creating a demarcated border' :
; would make the’ dlS‘l'upthi‘l 1tself stand out even 1f it
~masked my ownaura” . IEa
© . “What I said, yeah” .~ S ;
: “The dissipation woulclnt be reStrlcted to me, ;
.then would {2 5 '
; - Nola shook her head, busy swallomng "Nope
% _We re both close enough to it right now it’s masking
~each of us. 'm not sure of the radius — maybe a yard or
- 80 — before it fades altogether. But yeah, you have a’
- -fr’iend all up close and personal, you'll both be covered.
' “Although,” she cautioned, rosebud lips pursed in
 thought. “Stronger the aura, harder itll be to mask. You
- should be okay; 1 calibrated it to be strong enough tomask
0 'métmcéoveI.YOucmldhaveéhundredcats'mymlrpock'
~etsand nobody’d know — psychically speaking, anyway.
- But someone or something — major artifact or, well, who
- knows*——wuhapotentauramsnllgomgtocﬁmet}umﬁ s
- Harder toread, but still noticeable” ~ - :
Beckett hefted the band, then shpped it over hlS'
 left wrist. The metal was cool against his skin, a curi-
- ous sensation since his body was already at room: tem-.
- perature. “This should work perfectly, Nola. T owe you.”
- “Yeah?” A huge grin spread across her face, fetch-
- ing lines'of a woman half her true age crinkling her
“eyesand the corners of her mouth “And here I thought :
~ that put us even.” -
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Beckett srmled in return “It Was only an expressnon
ik e R, .‘.. o At

Beckett wanted £0 Teturn to Ch1cago rlght away, but oo
-the mght was already half over. He put off his departure -

- for tomorrow and used Nola’s phone tobook a mght flight
- from LAX to O'Hare the next evening. In other circum-
“stances, he would have run back under his own power,
 taking his time, content to deal with things whenever
 hearrived. Having the bracelet’s protection stirred within
- him a sense of immediate action; a desire to get back in
- the thick of it. Running as a wolf would take nights, while
a direct flight would eat up a few hours. He didn’t care
25 _much for flying — not in man-made contrwancf:s, any-
¥ way —but it did have its advantages S ;
He kept an old passport and a credit catd stuffed :
“in his‘ pocket for occasions like this. The invention of
the credit card had been a Godsend for one such as
~him who seldom thought about money. He’d amassed
~a great deal of wealth through the centuries, but his
- globetrotting, after-hours lifestyle made it difficult to
_stop in and make a withdrawal. He dealt with a small,
- private Swiss bank that handled all his financials, wir-
- ing him money on demand and paying off his balance

- any time he incurred a charge on his credit card. It -~

- was all very low maintenance and freed Beckett from -
- the bother of thinking about bills and paperwork. -

Making his plans, Beckett considered what Nola .
said earlier about sending him an email. Thathadbeen

_another much-appreciated invention, and was how he -
communicated with others who he didn'e come to see
in person. The message would sit in his in box until

“he had the chance to get to-a computer. But, while -
lags of days or weeks were of little moment to an im-
* mortal, there were times when speed was important.

' He considered buying a small laptop, but he didn’t see
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 himself lugging one around. Besides, what would hap-
- pen to it if he had to become a wolf or a bat? It might -
- well transmutate into nothingness as his other accou-

~ trements did, but then again it might be toobigtobe

~ affected by the preternatural change. Perhaps one of

- those compact cellular phones — or even the newer

 satellite phones he’d heard of. That idea had appeal;

his bank could handle any charges and he could use it

- even in the wilderness. Worth checking into. He i
- placed a second call to Geneva; it being after 10 AM
there, he was transferred from end to end to Manfred -

~ Von Reis, the man who handled his account at the

~ Witz-Kohn bank. A five-minute conversation in
~ French and Von Reis promised to look into satellite

~ phone technology, including the cost and options of
- the top models available. A full evaluation would be

i ema1led to Beckett’s account within the week. - _.
- Beckett made his goodbyes to Nola and shpped 7
: off for a last bite before sunrise. This time tomorrow
~ he would be back in Chicago, and that much closer 6
o fmdmg the answers he sought : IR
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" Thea Ghandour knew almost exactly when her
~life spiraled out of control. She’d been on a story, little

- more than-a fluff piece. Stayed a little long in

~ Chinatown picking up local color and the next thing
- she knew she was ﬁghtmg off a bloodsuckmg monster
2 'from beyond the grave. -

-+ That was about 10:30 PM Central Standard 'Iime, ;

: May 3, the Year of Our Lord 2000 A.D. By the Gregorian

calendar, anyway. She’d have to check with her mom to Y

see when that would be in the Islamic calendar. ~ =
In the ten months : since then, very llttle ‘made

- sense in her life. Every time she thought she wason

the bleeding edge of insanity, something else pushed

her éven farther into térra incognita. The newspaper

~article she was zoning out on was the latest evidence
~of it. Thea blinked and tried to focus on the faces

looking back up at her, as if they could instill some - .

“form of sense into het. The first picture wasa DMV

-:photo of a blond woman in her mid-30s. Even taking

~ into account the chemical process used to make driv- i

ers license photos as unflattering as possible,-it was -
'clear the woman was riding the waning edge of at-

- tractive. The next three images were police artist ren-

~derings- One was of a well built man witha bland
: .Aryan face in a fatigue jacket and stocking cap. Next
camea heavyset (okay, fat) ‘man in the same togs but -




~with corpulent features. Flmshlng out the toprowwas
- a sketch of adark-haired man in a suit. o

‘Only the first picture had a name under it: Ltlly_. :

- Belva. She alone was not wanted for questioning in . -

the recent attack on an obscure religious temple in
downtown Chicago. Thea assumed that Lilly Belva

 wasn't needed for questioning because the police al-

-ready had her in custody. Though, being dead, Lilly
couldn’t provide many answers. Not via any conven-
tional interrogation techniques, anyway.

~The middle pair of drawings represented two of
Thea’s partners in crime, though they were generic
“enough that you wouldn’t know it. She knew, though.
She was with Parker Moston and Dean Sankowski
when they'd discovered that things were never bad
enough that they couldn’t get worse. .
All because of the figure represented in the last
- drawing. This was just as sketchy as the other two,
~ though even the rough lines placed him in a category -
different from the others. Dark hair, dark eyes, dark
clothes, dark soul. Maxwell Carpenter, Satan incat-
nate, pure evil, if you believed in that kind of thing.
- She was willing to bet he was off someplace starmg at

- the same article and laughing his ass off.

= Thea’s eyes flicked from the images to the eopy for :
the hundredth time that moming. To the mention of
““reliable sources” who claimed a “suspected hate group”
had attacked the Orthodox Temple of Akhenaton in
. some kind of Aryan protest. Said hate group consisting

~ of the four white members featured here. Just what they

were protesting and why it involved ramming a Chevy
- Suburban through the front gates of a minor Middle
- Eastern cult temple nobody heard of before was a topic

~ of some debate. The media had a label for the crime




- and at least one scapegoat in hand for it, though, so

~ true understanding was secondary to the sensational-

ism of it and the blckermg over who got the entertam-

: ment rights:

~ " Thea had to adrmt the Story plaYed well a good

b enough substitute for a truth that was far more sensa?
- tional than the public would ever believe. =~ :

' sAlmost out of coffee," Parker sald steppmg be-' :

50 hmd her to fill a cup.-

 Thea shook the paper mimtatxon Steppmg outof

_the narrow kitchen and sitting on a stool on the other
side of the counter, she replied, “This isn’t the Hohday

5 'lnn, Parker. You want more coffee, you can make it.”

There came a rumbling in the wall; one of her -
: '.other house guests had turned on the showet. She'd
long felt that it sounding like a rockslide every time
the shower ran was a small pnce to pay for an other-
~ wise great apartment. The noise covered Parker’s

W gmuchmg as he lumbered over to the couch, snag-
~ gingthe sports section on the way. Thea hunched over, -
- elbows on the Formica, and thought about their bi-

- zarre slumber party. After the chaos of the previous
~ day, they’d come back to her ‘apartment. They had
agreed they needed to get out of sight as soon as pos-
- sible. Het place was closest, and once there they hadn’t -

- felt it was safe to leave, even after nightfall. God knew

'who was out there looking for them. =

She had to admit she’d never expécted to have e

- three men spend the night at her place — especially -
such unusual men. Parker Moston, high school foot-
~ ball star, gun store manager, rabid sports fan and Chi-

_ - cago history buff. He was big, tactless, and their best e
- combat person since Romeo was dead. That was still -

~ too pam_ful to qonmder, so she __m_p_v_ed her gaze to the




‘black youth-in-the love seat. ]ake Washmgton, tech
- geck, eternal optimist, and the conscience of their team. . -

‘He wasn’t even from around here; just passing through,

- stayed on to help get their rag-tag group into shape, to

- be more than just a half-dozen people who took out
zombies on the weekends. And look where that got us,

_ she thought with a wince. And in the shower was what

- now amounted to the last member of the group. Dean

‘Sankowski, male nurse, overweight, jovial, blessed with
the power to heal with a touch. Not that he could do
anyt}ung for Lilly and Romeo. Dead is dead. :

Each of them had unusual abilities like Dean’s
healmg touch. Dean called them “blessings,” Jake

- called them “edges.” Thea wasn’t sure where their

power came from, but it was meant to help them in

- their struggle against the supernatural. Considering

how two members of their “Van Helsing Brigade” had

ended up dead the previous night, she was thinking

theu gifts were a bit of a white elephant.

_ Bitterness welled within her. Dead wasn’t dead after -
all. Not the slightest bit, not when corpses were clawing
their way out of the ground and killing their friends and
loved ones. Not when fucking zombies were blowing
away people they cared about, all for petty revenge.

~ About the sole bright spot to the current situa-
i _tiOn ‘was that Thea’s roommate, Margie Woleski, -
‘hadn’t come home last night to find their apartment
- overtaken by a quartet of paramilitary nut jobs. She
hadn’t been home in a few days, in fact. Thea was a
little concerned about that, but it had to take a back
seat to current circumstances. Namely, that she’ d just . ..
been involved in an armed attack involving a gun- -
toting zombie and his target -~ who was also some
- kind of supernatural creature, though just what kind
- was another mystery to add to the list — with two




e -

. -'people she knew and a half»dozen fore1gners caught
in the crossfire. - -

Jake seerned tobe tha"ukmg along those lmes also

- Turning on the kitchen stool, she saw him lookingat
the sleeping bags and blankets scattered around the

- living room. He caught Thea's glance and gave and
- embarrassed shrug. “Sure made a mess of your place.

- Your roommate going to be okay with this?”’

__ “Considering we've been avmdmg each other fOr :
“the past week, I doubt she’ll even know.” :

 “Gill, best if we get out of here, maybe?” 2

 “Not like it’s safe out there just because it's day-
_ l1ght, Parker said from behind the sports section.

“I dor’t think it's that bad,” Jake replied. “I mean,

we still want to lay low for a’ whlle, but I don t thmk )
~ the police have anything on us.” : ; .
. Thea shook the front page at’ hlm‘ “You re not "

-, worried about these police sketches?” - :

~ “Maybe Pm being optimistic, but I don’t thmk :

they look that much like Parker and Dean. And I'm
pretty suré there was nOthmg in Lllly’s truck that couid 3

- lead back to us.” :
~ “Pmnot womed about that, Parlcer sald tossmg S

aside the paper he held. “Lilly always wiped the Chevy

- down before we did a job. She’s... she was real thor-
- ough about those kinds of things.” He paused, over- -
“come by the memory of her loss. “And yeah,” he forced

-~ out, “those police sketches are pretty generic, especially -

- with us wearing stocking caps and fatiguesand all. How

i many guys in Chicago you got built like the twoof us?”
‘Theanodded. “T was thmkmg the same thlng Con- ae

s sldermg what was in the paper and what I saw flipping
- channels earlier, looks like the general consensusis that
no more than four people attacked the temple Wlth




. automatic weapons. Docsi't seetn anyone noticed you
- and me and, uh, Romeo go there earlier.”

-+ “I think the Suburban' overshado“red even;rhlng '
-' '._else, ' Dean agreed, emerging from the bathroom in
his clothes from yesterday and scrubbmg at hls freshly :
“washed hair. ~ = o
9 seill domt know why she rammed the damn
- SUV through the front gates,” Parker said. “I mean,

- we were freaking because there was some kind of in-

terference on your talkie once you went inside, but
.' then, all of a sudden; vrooom! Y’know?”

_ They nodded, becommg even more subdued. - i
- “Even so, you know that what the media’s por- -
__traymg isn’t everything the authorltles know” =

~ Jake shrugged, conceding the point. “Still. They
""__have no reason to cover any of this up. I mean, most

~ cops are in bed with the undead, but what possible

- connection is there? Everything we've learned sug-
gests that Maxwell Carpenter’s flying solo, and while -
there’s something unusual about Nicholas Sforza 'm

- sure he’s not the enemy. That leaves us as the lone
connection, but we're the only ones who'd know that,

.. “right? It’s not like we're on the Undead Ten Most =

- Wanted List; if we were, [ don t thmk we’d be drawf :
ing breath to talk right now.” )
" “Soas faras anyone knows, it was fout racist fnnge
dwellers workmg on their own, and there’ not enough
to bring the cops to our doorstep She saw general -
agreement, if not enthusiasm, for the assessment. “You
want to get back home quick as you can and stay out -

E of sight for a little while, though.” -

~ Murmurs of agreement, then they géfheted up':-_' _'
the used sheets and blankets while she rolled up the
_sleepmg bags she’d dtagged from the closet the mght.



o _Befdfe. As each Sliﬁpéd out ‘into the cold morning
air, they agreed to meet the following afternoon at.

‘their “clubhouse;” an abandoned convenience store

on North Sedgwick. The past few weeks had been

* hell, but the nighitmare wasn’t over yet. Théy needed |

~to figure out how to deal with current circum-
stances... not the least of which was trackmg down :
: .the cause Of it all MaXWell Carpenter :
... -

: The sheets tossed in"the hamper and the blan-_
- kets and sleeping bags shoved into the closet, Thea

. collapsed into the love seat and stared at the coffee

_ table. Sitting in the center of a clutter of magazines,
“coasters and paperbacks was the newest plece of the ;
: .puzzle her life had become. -

. It was a small clay jar, the body just larger than as
: softball and with a short, thick neck capped by a heavy
lid. If not an 'archae(')logical relic, it was a masterful -
“imitation of one. A series of pictograms marched
around its exterior, faded with time but legible. Not
_ that she could make sense of what the pictograms said,
©aside from recognizing them for what they were: Egyp-
_ tian hieroglyphs. Thea was Egyptian by heritage —a
- mix of African and Arabic blood — but that didn’t
- give her automatic insight into her ancient ancestors.
She was American all the way — too much so, if you

asked her mom. She might wear tattoos inspired by

hieroglyphs, but she’d picked them more because they
looked cool than because of their meaning. -

" Although she didn’t know what the images on t'nc :

. earthenware said, she had a fair idea what the urn itself

~was. It was a Canopic jar, a container in whichapersons

organ was placed in the process of mummification. She -

 wasn’t sure which part the jar was meant to hold =~
o (though the plctogramsprobably said sornethmg onthe i
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-'sub]ect) Nelther d1d she know if the urn held any-_' :

- thing, since she hadn't been able to pry the lid off.

- Whatever was inside radiated incredible waves of power,
_or the jar itself did. She’d puzzled over it the previous

~_ evening, but with no real effort. With the chaos of the

- recent attack and the deaths of Romeo and Lilly — -

- not to mention a half-dozen well-armed Egyptian guys
- — she hadn’t given the container much thought after
- snatching it from the sarcophagus in which it was stored.
- She leaned forward to take another look whenshe
' .heard noise at the door. She was on her feet in a surge
- of adrenaline when the apartment door swung open
and Margie walked in. Thea was glad to see her friend,
- but grew concerned at how haggard Margie looked. She -
- was pale and tired, her lids at half-mast and her shoul-
~ ders slumped as if her arms were too heavy. Her typical =
* fresh, almost ruddy complexion was pasty and her ha-

- zel eyes were a dirty brown. She was breathing hard, as

e il up the stairs was a mountain hike. Shufﬂmg P

 in, she closed the door by slumping against it.

: “Geez, Margie, are you okay?” :

S Margie nodded, grimacing as if the motion hurt :
; “Got a nasty bug. Came on strong last night.”

~“Where have you been the last couple of days7 iy

was starting to get worried.”

‘She stepped over to help her fnend out of her '
coat and get settled in. Margie turned away, almost

- flinching from Thea’s grasp. “Stayed at the lab, wait
~out the storm.” She shrugged out of her heavy parka

- and hung it on the hooks next to the front door that
~ they seldom used, then headed for her room.

' Thea was startled by her friend’s behavior; everi -

when she was sick she wasn’t this anti-social.

“Margie?” A muttered comment in reply, then the



: bedroom door chcked shut. Whar. the fwll? Thea chewed
- on her lip for a moment, then went toMargie’ door.
- She opened it acrack and stuck her head m “Marg1e? ;
* You'want me to make—- ik Lo :
3 “Isardjustieavemealone”"_ e s i
" There was no mistaking the anger and pain‘in
: -Margie s voice. Thea'closed the door and retreated to
 the living room. This didn’t make any sense. Margie
loved to be pampered when she was sick: Thea

- couldn’t think of what would make her act this way—

" Thea's eyes fell on the front page of the Chicago
- Tribune, tented on the kitchen counter, and her heart
fell into her stomach. Did Margie know? How could
she? Thea had never told her what she’d been doing
~ the past year, that she’d been tracking down creatures
~ of the night. Margie had suspected something was go-
- ing on, had even met Jake and Romeo. Asfar asMargie
knew, Thea was working with ‘the guys on a story.
Although Thea promised to explam her behavror,
she’d never had the chance. = - - ©
" But what else could make hef behave thls way7
~ Thea frowned. Whether it was this whole hunter busi-
~ness or not, it was past time to tell-her best friend.
- She deserved the truth, and Thea had been avoiding -

telling her :for"too"long-' No more. Thea would make

- some oatmeal and tea for’ Margie, sit her down, get
some quality bonding gomg, then blow away her con-
i’ .ceptlon of the world. ’

As it tumed out. Margle got mapre-emptlve Smke iy

...

: “So for a hate group, you sure'}lave a lOt of mmor- e
'..ity members, ' Margie said.

_ Thea gave a surpnsed yelp and dropped the ted- i i
'"'pot on the stove wnth a clatter Stearnmg water spat e
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from the risck onto'the spices tatked orl the wall, Her
- -mind filled with thoughts of reconcnllanon, Thea was
caught off-guard by Margie’s vehemence.

“What?” was all she could think to say. Margles
; demeanor was like nothing Thea had ever seen before.
She still looked ill, but there was a heat in her gaze, a
set look to her face, that frightened Thea. She realized
- that Margie had looked upset even when she'd first -
«come home, but Thea had chalked it up to being sick.
; “Cut the crap, Thea,” Margie continued, one hand -
on the fridge for support. “I don’t know what youand
your ‘friends’ are up to, but you have one chance fora
good explanation before I go to the cops.”.
- “I’s not what you think, Margie. We—"
- “It'isn’t? Then explain it to me, Thea. You always
~ were good with words. Why doesn’t the investigative
reporter explain to me why the man she fucked in our .
apartment ends up dead a week later?! I saw him on
TV, Thea. His fucking morgue shot was on fucking Fox
News! Explain that to me, Thea!” Margie was in a full-
‘on rant, her voice cracking into a screech as she
punched her words. Her wild, almost rabid look fright-
‘ened Thea far more than the ldea that her best frlend
mlght go to the police. :
“Margie, my God,” Romeo's face had been on the :
i news’ Holy shit. They didn’t get cable, so she’d just
~ seen the local coverage in the aftermath of the at-
tack. The news had mentioned minorities attacked .
in the temple — Arabic- and African-Ameticans and
one Asian; the assumption was that the Temple of
Akhenaton was some kind of multicultural center.
Some enterprising reporter must have paid off a .
“morgue attendant to get some exclusive shots. Long

i as they weren t showmg entry wounds Fox rmght ve




: gotten away with i nnages of all the victims. No won-
der Margie was freaked. “You can’t think I'm some
kind of, of terrorist or something. I've never seen you

 freaked like this. You’re about ready to collapse! Curl
- up on the couch; I'll get you some tea and we ll talk

' ']ust calm down, okay?” = :
~ Margie was almost hypervenulatmg, her face
: Whlte as the frost on the windows. Her gaze flicked
~around the room as she swallowed, then bobbed her
head like a poorly-handled marionette. “Yeah, calm
down. I'm calm, we’re-all calm. Let’s hear it. Let’s hear
 the big scoop.” She shuffled into the living room to
sit on the couch. Thea didn’t think Margie even no-
ticed that she picked up a pl“OW and hugged it t1ght,
rockmg back and forth.
Thea made no sudden moves as she poured tea
' for Margie and had the last of the coffee for herself.
Margie watched her like a gazelle keeping an eye on

* an approaching lion, as if she expected Thea toerupt

~into violence at any second. Thea fumbled the honey

for the tea when she remembered they'd stuck the

~ guns from yesterday’s raid in her bedroom. Bestnotto

- mention that to Margie. Look’s like she’s about ready to

: snap already without hearing there are Ioaded semiauto-
matic weapons in the apartment. =

Worty about her best frtend s behawor was mak— &

ing it difficult for Thea to conicentrate on forminga
~cohetent narrative. Margie was the levelheaded one
~ in their friendship; seeing her on-edge was tough to
take. Telling her what was gomg on wasn’t bmmd o
lmptove her mood any.

Margle was her best frlend had been ever since

s they’d met in college. They'd trusted one another with

their most private _though_ts for almost 10 years. This .




- was the first secret Thea had ever kept from her, and
ahell of a one it was, too. She knew it was a matterof
~ time until she had to'spill; though. Margie wasasharp -
- one; she had already picked up on something, even
wrapped up in her graduate work as she was. It would
- have been hard not to notice the changes in Thea’s
- behavior ovet the past few months. But it’d been subtle -
~enough for her to let sllde Yesterday was as far from
: su'ntle as you could get. _ ;
‘But the truth was so blzarre how could Margle
‘Belicve hier? Shiewas already wound up out of concern
for her best friend, and the facts wouldn’t disprove her
suspicions. Thea could imagine the train of thought:
Not only is my best friend hooked up with some fringe cult,
- she’s been brainwashed into running around killing people
she claims are “monsters”! Next thing would be Margie
- on the phone to Chicago’s Finest or the Illinois Psy-
chiatric Institute. And that would be the end of Thea.
- She wasn’t worried about the law in the abstract; the
- crimes she’d committed were in the defense of human-
ity. Her conscience was fine with that. In practice,
though, the cops were beholden to the undead, whether
- they knew it or not. Similarly, she suspected the en-
_emy at least monitored hospitals and psychiatric facili-
ties for people spouting off about the forces of dark-
- ness. Thea would vanish, or be subject to an unfortu-
nate accident or suicide while in custody.

- But what choice did she have? Margie was strained
£ to the breaking point and Thea was tired of hiding the
- truth. She would have to throw herself on the mercy of
~ her best friend. Even if Margie wouldn’t believe her,
- shewould at least hear’her out. She was open-minded. =
-+ This would stretch the boundaries, but Thea thought =
- that Margie would take the time to look at evidence
before making any kmd of Judgment 1t possible Thea
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“could convince her of the truth. The alternative was
- to button up; but that would be the end of their friend—
; shlp, and that Thea couldn’t bear to consider. - i
" An 0dd thought popped in her head. What if -
-'Margle not only believed her, but decided to join the
hunt? The specter of Carl Navatt rose in Thea’s
memory. The powers that be had chosen Lilly Belva
to saddle up, but her common law husband was left
out of the loop. The couple shared everything, though,
and Carl joined the hunt alongside Lilly. And met a
~gruesome death at the hands of zombies. Lilly had
fallen also, but at least she had the unique talents most
“hunters shared; they'd given her a fighting chance.
Carl hadn’t enjoyed that advantage, slight though it
<was, and neither would Margie."

Hell, even if she wasn’t part of the hunt, belng
aware of its existence put Margie in danger. Merely
being around Thea put her in danger. Thea thought, -
- not for the first time, that it might be best to just make

a clean break, leave town and spare her best friend
-and her mom. She just wasn't strong enough to go it -
~alone. The rest of the gang gave her 'support in the '

hunt, but Margie kept Thea sane.:

" But could she tell Margie euerythmg? In tl'us agi-

tated state Margie was bound to take any upsetting
news in the worst possible fashion. Margie deserved
to know enough for her own protection, but she was
better of not knowing any more than that.- .
" Damniit; just going around in circles now. Having no -
- ~more idea where to begin or how much to say than a
~ few minutes before, Thea returned to the living room.

- She brought Margie her tea and sat on the edge of the
love seat. Since her initial outburst, Margie had settled -
into a slight, nervous rocking motion. The tea seemed
ko relax her furrher, and she appeared eontent to wait
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- for Thea to begin whenever she wasready. Thank heaven -

- for small favors, Thea thought. She wasn’t sure she could

- “have taken a sustained shouting match. Another look
“at Margie, her hands shaking every so often, the way

. shekeptblinking; the flu must be affecting her as much

~ as the news was. Thea debated trying to get Margie to

- take some cold medicine and get to bed, leave the talk
_' 'for after she’d gotten some strength back. R o

. Noj despite the slight shivering, Matgles jaw was

- setindetermination, her eyes tight with concern. Thea

S Eoldive put it off any longer. Neither could she think

- of how to begin, so the two sat in silence for a time. -
~ Margie stared down at her cup, Thea glancing at her
- every so often then back up to look outside. A second
_ front had followed the previous afternoon’s blizzard,
- doing little more than dusting a thin layer of white'over .
e the'r'ecently plowed roads and looking picturesque. .
. Thesilence threatened to stretch on forever. They '
llstened to the wind gusting past the building, the
constant faint patter of wind-spun snow peppering the
~windows, and the distant whir of the heater pumping -
‘hot air through the apartment. Thea finally screwed
- up her courage, cleared her throat, and began. She
- explained that ghosts weren’t just in stories, that vam-
- pires weren’t just characters in erotic flctmn dlsg‘msed
as tltlllatmg horror. .

That evd was- real



Theasald,“themembalastMayu&mlmattacked?’ :

 Arustle of pillows, then Margie’s voice: “Yes.”
" told you it was a mugging, maybe attempted
rape but I fought the guy off.” Thea sensed Margie
“nodding but couldn’t bring herself to look at her. “That
‘wasn’t the whole truth. I was attacked but it wasn A
- anythmg as simple as a muggmg R 3
- Thea couldn’t bring herself to Jump nght into it, so
she bought some time by récalling the events leading up

to the fateful night. “1 was working on a story for an air-
line magazine. Nobody reads those things, but they pay
_well and they make for good résumé fodder. Anyway, it
- was about ethnic neighborhoods in American cities —
~ how different peoples bring a bit of their homeland w1th
them, right? I toured around the different ethnic neigh-
 borhoods in Chicago: Greek town, Little Italy, Ukrainian
Village, Chinatown; that kind of thing. You know what

Chicago’s like; it’s just a bunch of neighborhoods. Folks
“on the South Side who've never been to the Art Insti-

tute. People from the North Side who wouldn’t dream of =~

‘going south of Soldier Field.” Margie gave a distracted -
“nod; they bothkneWpeople like that. “The ethnic neigh- -

_ borhooc[s aren't too different. Just a lot more insular. Try-
ing to shape their own private little worlds. So I figured
it'd be tough to break through that defensive layet, to get Tl

il feeI for what th&se peop?&s hves were hke




- “And it was tough. Even so, | was surprised with
-~ how opena lot of people were. I got the cold shoulder
_ quite a bit, folks who forgot they knew English, some
" who were just plain rude. But I kept a smile plastered .
~ on my face and remained polite the whole time, fig-
- uring perseverance would count for something sooner
ot later.” Thea was taking her sweet time gerting to
things, but it appeared her narrative was relaxing
' Margie. Thea’s heart fluttered with the hope that by
~ recalling the scene in vivid detail, Margie would be
~ more inclined to take her at her word. “I'd already
~ visited Little Italy and Greektown, giving each a
- couple days apiece. ‘Then I hit Chinatown. It took a
- while, but I met an older lady who took a hkmg to
~me. Wen Li, her name was; ran a spice shop.” 3
: ‘She smiled, remembermg what a character the old
_As1an woman was. “Her English was atrocious, but not
~ on purpose. She chattered away a mile a minute with
- all sorts of anecdotes on moving here and getting used
~tosuch a big, strange place. How Chinatown helped
~ her retain her 1dent1ty while enabling her to experi-
~_ence the New World in all its splendor — exactly what
- Iwasshooting for. Anyway, Wen Li gave me the names
-~ of some of her friends and neighbors to talk to also ]ust :
- tell them her name and I'd be fine. 5
- “Afterjustacouple of visits T had more than enough ;
'perspectwe for Chinatown. I enjoyed being welcomed -
- into these peoples’ homes, though, so I made one last
stop. It was this old guy name of Shen; he was eating a
~ late dinner with his extended family when I knocked. -
~ Once I said who sent me, they insisted I join them.
- None of the people I talked to were wealthy, some were
 downright destitute; Shen's farmly was middle class for
 the area. I didn’t want to impose, but I'd learned enough
to realize I'd be insulting them if I didn’t accept.”
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G '-Tha’t-ntght was burned in Thea’s mind with a clar- =
ity she would never forget. This was much harder than

she’d thought, which was saying something. “Shen was

in charge,” she said, her voice starting to shake.“The

rest of the family deferred to Shen in everything. It

struck me as odd, but then I don’t even undetstand the
culture I come from. I wouldn’t presume to judge theirs.

Soon enough, Shen was apologizing about the late hour. - :

He even ‘insisted he pay for a cab or have one of his

grandkids escort me to the El I refused; I wasa bigeity
girl, I could take care of myself. He was pretty persis-

‘tent, pointing out how dangerous the streets could be
and all.  figured [ knew that better than he and made
my good byes I thought it was a cultural thing for him.

- “It was, but not in the way | thought

- Theareturned to the kitchen for more coffee, then
recalled she'd just had the last of it. Fidgeting at the
kitchen ‘counter, she took a breath-and plunged on-
“ward. “He came after me. Old Grandpa Shen, I mean.
I... I was halfway to the El when I noticed him fol- -
lowing me. I didn’t know what to make of it at first. -
Moved fast for an old guy, you know. But then some-
‘thing... somethtng changed. 1 saw him for what he
was. He wasn’t human at all, but some creature, a
monster hiding behind a dlsgulse 1 can’t describe how
horrible he — it — really looked. And thls thmg was
. coming for me, and I knew | was dead.

“I don’t think it expected me to attack — hell {n

'dldn t want to attack. But somehow I knew if1 tned to i

run, this Shen-thing would be all over me in a heart-

beat. T used what self-defense training I knew, butIcould = :

tell it wasn’t going to do the job. It was just too strong,
oo fast.” Thea'leaned against the kltchen ‘countet, star- -
ing at the surface, feeling Margie’s eyes upon her. It was
too rnuch to thmk about She rushed to the endmg




' 7'-"Tliat’swh@dﬂsgﬂyléapedduf6fﬁouﬂiefe atidhelped

~ me drive it back. It was Romeo—" her throat tightened,

~ his death still fresh in her mind. “Sam Zheng, he intro-
“duced himself afterward. You saw him on the news. We

. “riickniariied hirrt Roiiéo later” A desp breathi alnicst done:

“Anyway, between the two of us, we destroyed the thing.”
" “You mean you killed someone?” Margie blurted.
 “Iewasn't alive to be killed. It was avampire, Margie.

Really! A monster, something not human.” Thea took

abreath. “Look, I had the same kinds of questions run-

‘ning through my head as you do right now: Did it actu-

ally happen? What was that thing? Was it all bullshtt’

Was I suffering a psychotic episode?” @

Margie nodded along with the questlons, her

- doubt apparent. “And?”

~ “Romeo told me what I just said. 'd been attacked

- by a vampire. I wasn’t nuts; it happened. He admitted
he didn’t know the full truth of just how something
like that could exist, but there it was.” She shrugged,

- knowing how crazy this was coming off. “And consid-
- ering what I'd just been through, I couldn’t deny that.
 “Anyway, he'd started trailing it a night or two
“before. He was doing more of the same that night when
~ he saw it coming after me.” Thea rubbed her face.
“This all sounded pretty fucked up to me, you under- -
stand. I was thinking — hoping — I'd been drugged

- up or something at that dinner.”

. “Butyou weren’,” Margie said with all the warmth
o of a metal pole in subzero weather. :

Thea shook her head. “Romeo said I d been, well,

/ ’"called to the hunt. Except he referred to it in capital

letters: The Hunt.” She returned to the love seat and
~ leaned toward Matgie as if being closer to her would :

yo 'rnake it all more behevable

‘-t.



i “Lasten, Margle Most of the legends and myths
~ we know have their basis in truth. Monsters are real.
 Romeo said the world was out of balance, too many

- monsters running around. So people like us are tapped

* to put things back in synch.” Silence; Thea muddled
on, trying to build her case. “Begs the question: just -

_ who's making this decision, right? Who’s saying, ‘Okay,
~ you. We're picking you to go fight these things’? 1 have
 noidea. We — Romeo and some others you haven’t
~ met — aren’t the only ones who've encountered these
things, though. There are hunters all over the world.
- Over a dozen of us around Chicago that I know of.”
She broke off, thinking that number had seen a
sharp decrease of late. “Anyway, every single one of
‘themhasa theory on what this is all about. The major- -
ity think we’re the instruments of God — Allah, Yaweh,
~ pick your name of choice. They think He speaks to us,
His chosen, and arms us with the weapons we need.
Romeo thinks it’s the spirits of his ancestors. Giving
- guidance and that sort of thing. Lots of karmic debt
_involved there, I guess. Some folks think we're being
subject to alien or government influence. Personally, I
_ think that’s a bunch of crap, but who am I to judge?”
. Margie looked at Thea, her eyes red from tension
and illness. It wasn’t clear if Margie thought she was
crazy or was shocked by the implications of what Thea
was saying. “And what do you think it is, Thea? How o
do you explain all this to yourself?” - o :
. “I don’t know,” Thea laughed humorlessly “You
_know I've never been religious; agnostic going on athe-

ist, right? Rebellmg against Mom. I guess I prefer to- o

think that we’re tapping into some kind of genetic
imperative. __From what I've seen in the past months, 1

suspect theseé creatures are all part of the bigger pic-

' _ture — klnda like cancer and droughts are all a part
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of life, just fiot the shiny happy parts we:like, right?
 And we're sort of humanity’s white blood cells, the
- antibodies who stop the cancer from spreading: -~
© “Pmmnotsaying I'm right. It’ just the hypothesis I'm

T 'most comfortable with right now. Alien conspiracies just -

sound too stupid to believe, and maybe I'm not comfort-
able thinking heaven and hell are real places.” =

" Margie picked phantorn lint from the p1llow as
she mulled things over. She decided not to pursue that
‘angle any further. “Pretty coincidental that your frlend

- - was in the neighborhood tight then.”

~ “I'veseen more supposed coincidences in the past
- ten months than you can imagine. [ don’t think the
'world is as random and chaotic as we like to think.”

Silence again, as Margle returned to staring at the
small urn. After a minute, her roommate moved her
“head; she opened her mouith, then shut it and frowned.
‘Thea just sat, watching thoughts and questions dash
across Margie’s features. Margie looked down at the
plllow she clutched in a death grip. Her gaze remained
fixed as she smoothed at the fabric. “You believe all
this... real life Buffy stuff is authentic? You don t
dhikk:. syou're, well...? 24
“Nuts? Losing my damn mind? T thmk that all the
' time. It’s about the only thmg that makes me believe
that it’s all happening. If I was as zealous as Parker, then
I'd be worried.” Thea paused and tried another angle
- tobolster her point. “I understand if you think I've lost
- it, that I'm part of some fucked up cult or something. 1
guess | am, in a way. But it’s like the man said, ‘It’s not
‘paranoia if they are after you.” | know this whole thmg

* . is crazy, but that doesn’t rnean it’s not real.”

~ Theasighed. “There are moniters out there, Mérgle
-She almost rnentloned the one whod almost dragged



Margie off at the club the previous weekend, the big blond
‘vampire built like a linebacker. “I'msorry I never told you -
~ about all this before, but I could never think of areason-
~able approach. I mean; anything 1 said, how easy would it
~ be to chalk it up to insanity or brainwashing, right?”
* Margié’s full lips pulled down in a frown, her brow

~ scrunched as if to puzzle ut a hard physics problem.

“And what does all this ‘monster’ stuff have to do with

: thatattackyesterday?Wﬂlyourfnend endingupdead?”

~ “Hell, Margle ‘We didn’t go in there planning on—"
~ “So you were there?” Margies eyes were wide with

surprise, as if up till then they hadn’t been talking about
- anvthmg real. “What are you doing, Thea? My God!”

““Listen to me: It wasn’t some hate thingorater- -

rorist attack or anything like that. We just wanted to
talk to this Sforza guy in the temple. That’s all; just
~ get some information. We got caught in the crossfire. -
- You have to believe me! This guy came charging in
“and started blowing pe'ople'a'\vay and we were stuck -
* inthe middle. That's... that’s how Romeo died. Lilly,
t0o. Saw her picturé on the news as well, right? They
- were trying to stop this guy, ‘Carpenter. Except he’s
not even a guy. He’s an it; another monster. A tricky
- sonofabitch 'who's been killing off a whole bunch of o
~ innocent peOple and we couldn’t stop him!

“Tt wasn’t us, Margle, was all she co_uld thmk of L

o say. “We were trying to help.”

The full weight of the past few weeks—hell the} past i

et iforiths <o overwhelied Thea:She ésllapéed over
“her kniees, cradling her head in her arms as sobs burst out.

~ She'd seen too much death of late, too tany atrocities; :

the destruction was overwhelming. And no one to tell it
t0, no one to understand what she’d been drawn into —
-~ niot even the other huntels They were all so certain of
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“what they did, the question of who they were and what
- they were supposed to do often forgotten 'in the face of
“the hunt. Thea couldn’t help but look beyond, to wonder -
~ notonly why but what was it all leading to? Was she even
- doing the right thing with the knowledge she’d been given?
- Was there a better way to deal with it all? She felt sure

- there was, but the weight of the struggle itself dragged her -
- head down, kept her from seeing the other possibilitieson -

the horizon. And now, here she was, trying to explain the
: 'unexplamable to her best friend, grieving for a man she
- wasn'teven sure she loved and furious at the creature who
~ had single-handedly destroyed the sernblance of a new
life she’d been trying to create. :
Still gathering herself back together, she almost
-~ didn’t hear Margie. “What?” ;

. “If you were innocent bystanders, why don t you go
- tothe cops, then? Why don’t you explain what happened?”
: “Because they'd lock us away for sure.” She raised
her head, wiping her eyes to see Margie still just star-
ing ahead. Like her breakdown hadn’t even made a
dent. “Even if the authorities could be trusted, how
would they take it if I walked in with, ‘We were in-
- vestigating this zombie who's killing off everyone in
- this'woman’s family because she had him killed back
~in 1939 — except he broke in and started shooting
up the joint before we could get any answers'? I‘d be

in a rubber room so fast you wouldn’t believe it.”
. “What do you mean; you can't trust the pohce "
ot '_.“Oh--.gee'z, Margie, they’re a part of it. The nasties
- control them, the media, corporations— pick some part
of society and there’s a ghost or a' vampire or some other
fucking critter pulling the strings from the shadows. I
* mean, there are plenty of honest cops and dedicated re-
- porters, but you get to the higher-ups and somebody’s in



 their pocket. Might not even know what it is they’re- .

~ working for, but they're in thrall all the same.”

Margie looked at her as if at a stranger. “Do you
- realize how insane that sounds? You're talkmg abbut e
. a global conspiracy of... of bogeymen?” : '

- “Trinigie siindsparnoid ashell AnA T sinethiy

don't éonttol everything. Problem is, we know they have
influénce, we just don’t know how much or where. So we

 have to be as cautious as possible. There are stories of other e
hunters trying to go public or to the authorities; and they've

all ended up discredited, arrested, or dead. It’s just too far
“out there for everyday people to believe, but the monsters
can't take the chance that someone mightlisten.” -~
~ She slid off the loveseat and knelt next to Marg:e '
-“I’rn not crazy, Margie; everything I've told you is true.
AWhen it comes down to it, all T have tomy credit is trust
~ and faith. You're my best friend. T would never-do any-
 thing to hurt you and I believe you  feel the same way. If -

- you think I've lost it and want me to get abrainscanor =~

~apsych evaluation, I will. But that wouldn’t prove any— i
“thing, and it might end up putting me in danger.
' “Have faith in me, Margle Trust that w’nat I’
'tellmg youis thetruth” = = B
 Margie stared ifito the middle dlstance, her hands
still caressing the pillow in her lap. Thea remained
. kneeling before her. She wanted to foist all kinds of
rationales and arguments on her friend, give her logic
and detailed accounts and hypotheses to make herbe-
{ieve. But it would be nothing but more words, more
~ subjective opinion. Thea had to leave it up to Margie
- now. Her friend had to decide for herself if she believed.
At last, Margie looked at her friend, tears pool-
'mg in hert tired hazel eyes. “I dont know, Thea I’
-'not sure 1.f I can beheve v)?cm :
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Margle 1eft the room w1th0ut another word Thea :

- felthollow inside, fragile as glass. She long prided her-

- self on being independent and requiring nothing but
*_her own approval. It surprised her how much Margie’s -
-opinion meant to her. She filled a bowl in an attempt -
~ to find some relief from the roil of thoughts and emo-
~ tions swirling around inside her. The bong dangled,
unlit and neglected, from her hand for a good half
- hour. Thea’s mind couldn’t focus on any one thing for -

~more than asecond. She shook herself from her men-

- tal limbo and dropped her kit back in the Ziplock

without bothering to clean out the marijuana first..-

- Thea thought she heard Margie’s voice murmut-
: mg as she passed by her door on the way to herown -
~ room. She considered knocking or picking up the -
~_cordless to see who Margie was talking to. Fuck it,
- Thea had decided. If she’s calling the cops, f' ine. I m just
;‘.00 exhausted to worry any more. :

: Thealay staring at the celhng. body exhausted
'and brain in a tumult. It was past noon and she felt
like she’d been up for a week. Her thoughts were too
chaotic and jumbled to allow for a nap. So she lay

- there, thinking about how nuts her life had become,

: wondermg if she’d driven away her best friend.

She also wondered why she’d held back: telhng
. Margle everything. God knew she’d said more than
enough to send Margie screaming for the hills. There
- was something about that night in May that she just
_couldn’t bear to repeat. Though she couldn’t find the
- words to describe it, her recollection was as vivid as
~the night it happened. Her mind exhausted by her -

- disastrous conversation with Marg1e, Thea was sucked ;

' _down by the undertow of memory



~ She remembered enjoying the brisk mght air that
Aprll evening. Clear and with a slight chill, refreshing -

-after the long winter. The streets of Chinatown had been i

deserted, with an eerie silence hovering over it all. That
.was the ﬁIst sign, though she didn’t realize it until after-
ward. The neighborhood was filled with chatter and ac-

- tivity during the day; although everyone moved it inside -

 after sunset, she'd thought it odd that she didn’t at least
-- plck up the murmur of voices from the windows she passed.

. Thethreefigures seemed to form from the veryshad-
_owsundera half-openawninga couple yardsup the street.

Yoting men — boys, to be accurate, none older than eigh-

teen. Asian, of course. Thea was the only rion-Asian
- within a mile that night.‘The toughs had a hard look to

- them, wary and dangerous. Like'a blow to her gut, Thea

‘had realized she faced the members of a tong, a Chinese -

- gang. She walked with the confidence of pepper spray .

- and self defense training, but that wouldn’t matter to the
~ youths. About the best Thea could hope to do was to -
: scream to high heaven and pray someone called the cops.

Two of the kids kept looking® ‘around — for wit ;

' 'hesses7 other victims? Thea was never sure — while
the third gave her a once-over without expression.

‘None were any great prize; she wouldn’t have looked -

“at any of them twice unless she was clrunk Or facmg
them on a deserted street.. 5 s

 The leader was short and stocky, once his metabo- '

lism slowed, the muscle of youth would become the fat b

- of middle age. The fireplug opened his mouth to speak.

- Thea was startled to hear a thundering voice declare,

“DEATH WALKS THE STREETS TONIGHT.” She

~ would have been irritated with his fortune cookie phras-

- ing except she was shocked at his powerful voice, espe-

 cially coming from such a compact frame. That wasnt .
the orﬂy strange thlng about it. It was hke she’d heard R




- it through headphones, heard it right in her skull in-
* stead of through her ears. And most disturbing of all -
- was the sense of intensity, of gravity to what was said. It

~awakened something primal withinher. e
*Thea thought he was trying to scare her by bemg :
loud and intense. She reached into her purse, finger-
- ing the pepper spray, and said, “I'm not as easy as 1 -
“look, tough guy. You try anythmg, you can bet I'll take
o at least one of you with'me.” It would've sounded good '
too, if her voice-hadn’t broken halfway through.
- “THE ABOMINATION NEARS,” Fireplug replied,
- his voice even louder, more urgent. “PAIN IS ITSEX-
- ISTENCE.” Thea felt things get downright surreal. This
- time the gang members lips didn’t miove with the words.
- Instead of being amused, like watching some pootly dubbed
- HongKong action ﬂjck; Thea felt goose bumps break out
- allover her body. The timbre of his voice was so powerful
it ech‘oed in her head after the sound was gone.©
- Shecovered her uneasiness with bluster, even taking
a step forward as she threatened the trio in return. “Idon’t
- know what the hell you mean about ‘abominations.’ If
'\you don’t leave me be, though, you'll be the one in pam'” ;
: “This got her aconfused look. “What the hell you
o talkmg about, lady?” Fireplug demanded. His voice
was different this time, a bit high-pitched and witha
midwestern twang — though at least hlS llps moved _
~ with the words. Bizarre. :
* Theawas worried she'd mgested some kmd of ha]lu» :
cinogen while at Grandpa Shen’s. Then one of Fireplugs
buddies, the tall one, grabbed him by the shouldet. “Xian! |
: l hear something!” Tall Punk said, looking past Thea.
: Thinking someone else around would be a good
e thmg, she started backmg up. “What are you doing, lady?”
_'Flreplug — Xlan — barked “I told you to stay put!”




- Thea whlpped out her pepper spray as he and the

' ﬁ'thlrd one, who Thea tagged as Haircut due to hisshel-
lacked ‘do, lunged toward her. “Back off!” she retorted.

: _“Don t think I'm not afraid to beat your ass!” ~ o

' The same sepulchral voice declared, YOUR :
DOOM LIES BEHIND YOU.” And this time Thea
'saw that not one of the punks even had his mouth

~ open. Even as she felt an overwhelming urge to move,
“she was already dropping to the ground and rolling to -

~ one side. A shadow ﬂashed over her and she heard "

- one of the guys scream.- Bt L :

L That’s when everythlng stopped even trymg _
to make sense.

© Afterayearto oons1der what happened that mght, e

. ;Thea still couldn’t explain the change that took place
‘then. The closest she came 'wa's'equatmg it to when
your ears pop at a high altitude. At first, it’s as if you're

- hearing through cotton. Then your body adjusts to
the pressure and your ears pop. It’s as if you can hear

~ better than you ever could before. -

" That'wasn’t unlike what she experlenced when

~ she looked up from the pavement One moment she

-saw a wiry little figure — the old Asian man, Shen.

He faced away from het, one gnarled little old man’s

- foot holding Fireplug facedown on the ground while

* his spindly old man’s arms clutched Haircut'in a bear

~ hug. Both kids were flailing around and scteaming like -
: -banshees whilé Tall Punk heel-and-toed it out of there.

~ Then, a split second later, there was a pop in
~ Thea’s mind as she adjusted to the new pressure. As '
: _s_he adjusted to the new reahty :

The world took one step to. the left and Shen o

 wasn't Shen any longer. Or he was, but Thea saw him
- as he ex1sted behmd hls protectlve fog He wasnt
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- human, he was a thing. He —it — stood a touch over -
-~ fivé feet tall and was hairless except for a shock of -
* hair on forearms and shins. What exposed skin Thea
- could see was gray and had the consistency of Play-
Do.Haircut grabbed at the Shen-thing as he struggled
~ to get free, and his hands pulled away with disgusting
- globs of flesh. Adding to the repulsiveness was the -
monster’s bulging, overdeveloped upper body. Shen’s
“head was a bump above its shoulder blades with Popeye -
arms, twiglike biceps and exaggerated forearms. Its legs
~were pipe cleaners twisted with an extra joint or three g
_'apiece and the feet were flat flippers. - 5
* The toes splayed out in almost a complete cm:le, %
.-the long needle-sharp claws of one foot digging into
the asphalt. The other pushed down with hideous pres-
sure on Xlan As Thea watched, the Shen-thing
shifted its weight and its foot went through the kids
- back. Fireplug lay facing her, just a few yards away.
~ She'saw his eyes bulge and he gurgled, one hand flail-
- ing at Thea. There was a series of wet crunches and
~ black blood spurted from the kid’s mouth. His eyes

contmued staring, but they saw nothing anymore. -

: Then Shen' turned as if it had heard something.
e Although its attention shifted, it wasn’t finished vio-
- lating Haircut. The cteature’s shrunken little pygmy
~ head was all teeth, a shark’s maw of razor fangs stuck
into black gums by some spastic hand. A pair of beady
~ eyes glared red from just above its gumline, but it
~ lacked any perceptible nose or ears. Those horrific
. teeth were savaging Haircut’s neck and shoulder, a
~ split tongue long as a whip curled around the kid’
: 'throat and squeezed as if to wring out the blood faster.
: What Thea saw defied her understandmg Itex-
e lsted outside of rational explanation. It was inhuman,
' ancl it was klllmg thls punk kid whlle she lald in a o

vyt




filthy street and watched. It was obvious she couldn’t
- save Haircut. The smatt thing to do would be run.

Hightail it away from this thing and never stop. - e . _
- Theayelled as she leapt to her feet, thrusting the -

jpepper spray at the Shen-thmgs eyes and punchmg :
'the frigoet: i L i &
Aesnarled ia surpnse and growled somethmg—Tl'nea

= hadn t a'clué what, since the combination of its tongue ~

‘choking the poor kid and speaking in a foreign language
“made it unintelligible. It swung a massive forearm witha
- hand on the end that looked like it could pulverize stone.

‘Thea was lucky; it clipped her on the shoulder, knocking %

her ten feet to slam against the side of a Dumpster. Every-
- thing went -gray fora second, then a’tremendous yell
snapped her to consciousnéss. A wiry Asian man leaped
- out of nowhere holding what looked like a bar of molten

iiron. He finished his cry just as he swung the bar likea - .

- sword on the Shen-thing’s huge shoulder. Globs of white-

“hot metal and black ichor spattered out of the wound.

* The stench of burhing, decayed flesh choked the air. The
- monster tossed Haircut aside with its: tongue and l:umec] "
- to unleash its fury upon its attacker. .

~Thea’s side ached from slammmg mtothe Dmnpster e

o and the sheer strangeness of the situation threatened to
- overwhelm her. She was tempted to let the new guy deal

with things. Yet even as the thought flashed thiough her
- mind she knew with absolute confidence thathe'dbenoth-
ing more than a bloody pulp if she didn’t do something. =~

‘Since the pepper spray didn’t seem to do much good, she
- ran up behind the Shen-thing and did a leg sweep.

. Despite favoring its shoulder, the Shen—thmg was o
" up'again in‘an instant, trying to decide who toattack.
- The Asian had a crazed look in his eyes and the im-

- provised flarhing sword he held was magnesium-flare

5 bnght There was no doubt he was the gteater threat o




~ On impulse, Thea tore her blouse open and turned to
- expose her neck. “Hey!” she yelled. “Who wants some?”
~ The 'monster spared a glance, theri did a double
~ take. Bloodlust rose in the Shen-thmgs weasel eyes :
 Then it lunged. - . :
~+* Theadove away and rolled to her feet as the creature' -
_ flashed by. It'tried to correct its leap but Thea was too far
- to the side. Even so; she saw the rage and hunger on its

- warped features as it went past. It had already turned and
~-wascoming for heragain when a ball f flame burst through
itschest. The Asian was réady, as if they’'d choreographed

- the whole thing. He shoved the bar further through the
4 'Shenathmg and twisted, his face a grimace of concentra-

oy Frremshedﬁomthewomd ;consuming the creature’

flesh. The Shen-thing shrieked and clawed at its body,

- tearing huge gobs of its own tissue as it tried to get at the

- rod. Tt succeeded mspreadmgtheﬁrefasterasﬂames spread
-~ across its hands to'its arms and head.

*The creature wrenched 1tse1ffree,draggmgthe make i

k _shlftsword with it. St:llscreammg. the Shen-thing yanked

~out the metal and threw it to the ground where it cooled
- intoshapelessslag. The damage was already done, though.

s _The creature ran around like a huge, misshapen, burning

. chicken, scréaming and gurgling and running into thesides
- of buildings until it collapsed to the ground.- 'Wlthm a

: ‘minute it was a blackened, twitching skeleton.

" A minute after that, kmclly, w1zened Grandpa :
_-Shen was just so much ash. ; '
" The image shone in her mmds eye as clearly as
- the night it happened. Even now, almost a year later,
- she recalled every detail. She felt again the sense of

~ triumph and sorrow; feelings that she carried with her
- ever since. Or had until yesterday... until Maxwell

| Carpenter blew away Romeo Zheng and Lilly Belva.



Nlchoias Sforza-Ankhotep t:ursed hlmself for the
: 'hundredth time that hour. He assumed it was an hour,”

anyway; what with the duct tape over the eyes itwas - :

| ;tough to judge the passage of time.
- He wast’t a$ bad off as when he'd fn‘st regamed con-

' sc1ousness, at least. That had been a nightmare, awaken-

iing to find himself bound from head to toe and barely
able to breath. He discovered soon enough that his cap-
. tor had wrapped him up in duct tape. From the top of his -
‘head to the solesof his feet, he was encased in the strong
 silvery stuff. Despite the air holes made for his mouth
and nose, he’d had increasing difficulty breathing. His
skin was suffocating under the damn tape. Not to men- &
 tion his bladder growing ever more insistent. .
_ Left this way, he would have died soon enough
_That in itself didn’t bother him; death was a minor
issue,all things considered. It would'vé been an‘ag-

gravating, not to mention embarrassing, way to'go,

~though. It turned out that although his captor was a
- sadistic sonofabitch; heé had a vested interest in keep-
- ing Nicholas alive. When it became clear that Nicho-

- las’ physiology was not well suited to the manner in -

- which 'he’d been: confined, his captor removed the
~ majority of the'tape. That wasn't so bad where he had
clothes on <~ so his sweater and slacks were covered
with bits of tacky adhesive and flecks of silver; big deal.

: HIS exposed skin hadn't fared as well. Nlcholas lmag«
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. ined his hands and face v were red and raw ftom havmg
' '-fthe tape ripped away. . . '
" A minor inconvenience compared to the Steady '
Py pam shooting through his skull. He wasn’t sure how
- bad the head injury was, but considering the way he -
- kept falling unconscious it must be serious. One of
~ these times he would drop off and not wake up again.
He would have liked to check his i injuries, but even if _
~ his head wasn’t still covered in duct tape he couldn’t
~ “have looked to check. The why of that was one of the
“reasons he was cursing himself. Four gold bands bound
* him — powerful workings he’d created himself. He’d
~ spent long hours fashioning them to do what they were
doing now: freeze the captive in stasis, restricting his
every move. He'd planned on using the things against
the very person who now had hlm captlve Instead -'
here he was. : -

Nlchnlas was aware of the 1rony, but he was ln no
mood to apprecnate it. it A : :
' i Ceee. Ll

CesiiHe hadn t even reahzed he’d drl&ed oﬂ" againun-
tll a fresh burst of pain shot through the side of his
head. Flinching, Nicholas realized he could move; at
least he could move his head around. His eyes were
still gummed shut so he couldn’t see what circum-

- stances had changed, but it was easy enough to tell by

- the sensation. His captor had removed the band en-

circling his neck. Aside from being able to move his
‘head, the pain was much sharper, more immediate.

Despite the frustration of the moment, he felt some
~sense of relief. He couldn’t imagine what state he’d be
- in right now if he had to deal with the full level of

~ pain this long. Interesting, though; he hadn’t been
~aware that the bands would dull sensation as well as

 immobilize. Something tonote for future reference.
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* Then there was "éornet"nmg cold and wet at his
outh Nicholas hadn't realized how thirsty he was

- until he felt the first droplets of water. His head jerked
up, mouth:seeking the trickling fluid. He gulped at
- the water even as he cried out at the agony of moving -

‘his head so fast. Then the trickle stopped, leaving hlm o
 gasping and seeking with frantic lips and tongue.-

- “You look like a fish,” a cold, harsh voice chuck» 22

3 \Ied “Head flopping around like that. Patt fish, are you?
“Yeah, I think you ate Your grandmother wasa barra-
':cuda, that’s for sure.” - - :
“Fuck you,” Nlcholas sard Or he trled to. ényway i

: He started coughing as soon ashe spat out the first word.
- After the coughing fit subsided and he could focus

through the wave of pain the coughs triggéred, he gave -

it another shot. “Fuck you; Carpenter. We both know
“you're going to kill me, 5o just get it over with.? 5520
- “Tam, am 1?1 wouldn’t be so sure about that. You =
pave ‘me quite the mystery to puzzle over. I want to
‘make sure you weren’t just feedmg me a bunch of
= bullshlt before 1 decidé what to dowithyou” -~
-1 didn’t tell him, did I? Nicholas thought. He could

~ imagine he might've gloated at one point: He did that

~sort of thing now, overdosed on self-confidence ashe

- was. He tried marshaling his shattered memories, tono

- avail. Memory of his capture was fractured, key details

- -missing and cause-and-effect jumbled out of sequence.

- Despite his efforts to focus, his mind dredged up noth-
_ing more illuminating than fragmented snapshots of

“action. He knew he’d met some people, reporters? No,

‘posing as reporters, working with his captor to get in-

side the temple: Thanks to Nicholas’ curiosity theirplan

- had worked to petfection. Another thing t6 curse him- -

_selffor. They'd attacked, alarms, gunshots, his men fight-
; 1r1g them off trymg to protect hlrn, protect the— o




o “The Heart!” he blurted Te grettmg the outburst
Shut the hell up, Nick! _
“What's that? Your heart? Stlll beatmg. buddy " A
- pause, then the voice closer, his captor leaning in close.
~ “No, that’s not what you meant. The heart? What heart
“ would that be, kid? You know, in all the excitement, ]
- forgot about somet_hing.' There was some... force... in
‘your temple. Wasn’t there? Some kind of mojo, a
© whaddayacallit? Magic battery or something. Yeah, |
remember now. You were going for it when we ran
into each other, weren’t you? Some kind of weapon to
use against me, was it! I think I'm right; just look at
- the way your jaw’s twitching. Love to play poker with
- you. So is that this ‘heart’ thing? What's it do? Come
- on, youcan tell me. Old friend of the family, y’know?”
* Nicholas stayed silent, trying to calm himself. He’d
- slipped up again, but at least he’d learned something
from it. Sounded like his captor didn’t have the Heart,
 atleast. Had his men survived, retreated with the Heart
* to the safe house? Nicholas had to hope so. ;
“Nothing to say? Strong, silent type? Oka}g toLIgh _
- guy, have it your way. Long as [ have you in hand I
can wait forever and a day.” - i
; : : L ee P

A repeat of the collar and watet routine some time
' Iater The cold water made Nicholas realize how hot it
was in the room. Once feeling returned to his face with -
- the collar’s rémoval, -he felt the sweat pouring off. In-
- jured and dehydrated; lovely combination. Nicholas
- wasn’t sure how much time had passed since the last dose -
of watet, or even how long hée’d been a captive. Consid-
ering his injuries felt about the same, no more than twelve
~ hours, 'maybe a day at the outside. By now he knew his
_captor Y wasn t bluff“mg, at least about havmg a good 1dea
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-~ what Nicholas was. Carpenter wouldn’t have known .
- about the bands if Nicholas hadn’t told him or triedto
- use them on him. Neither would he have figured outhe -
_ needed to remove the band so that Nicholas could swal-

~ low. The stasis wasn't total; his primary involuntary pro- -
cesses functioned as normal — respiration, heart beat,

~and the like. But he couldn’t swallow, couldn’t talk as
-- long as that collar was in place. 5 -
- _ Andhis captor wouldn’t bother wnth the waterun-
: less he planned on keeping him alive for a while. Well,
not quite true. Nicholas could well imagine the bastard
performing a variation of the Chinese Water Torture -
- before offing him. Nicholas had to think of a way out of -
 this before that happened. It was just so hard to focus -
the way his head was throbbing, not to mention the
~ frustration of total confinement. He couldn’t move a
- single muscle; in some ways that was greater agony than
- the pain in his skull. Wait; is that sensation in my hand? .
~ Could he move it just the slightest bit, or was it \wshful .
 thinking, a phantom sensation? Focus, try to— - :
A blast of white ﬂame flared along the side of hls i
“head, tearing a yell out of him. = e
' “You scream like a girl, you know that? I'm get-
ting the feeling you're not llstemng to me. Pay atten-'

- tion or I'll poke at you some more.

~ Nicholas heard Carpenter’s words a if from a d1s-
tance. They had a tinny quality, and there was a roar-

- ing in the background like they were at the ocean. “I

~think you blew my eardrum, asshole,” he muttered.
~ His own words resonated through the bones of his -
- skull, setting off a vibration that tore a strangled groan
- from him. When the pain subsided enough that he
- could form coherent thought, Nicholas ventured a.
- teply. “Listen; you sonofabitch. If you plan on keeping
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me dlive for however long y vou want to play your sa--

~ distic games, you're not doing a very good job of it.”

“Idon’tknow about that.” The voice came smnewhere

: tohlsnght“Youseemhve}yenough‘fouhearyourscream? : .

Dying man doesn’t have a healthy yell like that.” - :

" “I think I have a serious concussion. Mlght have o

i swellmg on the brain, internal bléeding, who_ the hell
“knows? But if it’s not treated, I could die.”

“Yeah? See, that’s kind of funny, since I know first-

ik hand that you've had a lot worseé injuries than this
- and you bounced right back. What puzzles me is why

- you don’t just pull whatever routme you used then to

: flx these scrapes.” . :
Nicholas wasn't sure at flrst what Carpenter re'_ |

ferred to about worse injuries, ‘then the memories -

- flooded back. The circumstances that had led him to s
 this point to begin with, Carpenters attack on him
almost one year before. “That was different,” he said.
" “Yeah? Back on track, ﬁnally Explam to me how :
- it was different. Illummate me:”. _
Nicholas gnmaced agamst the pam If you want
. to know, I need to be able to focus for more than a5
- minute ata t:me ' : :

“I'm not lettmg you out of those bands, lf thats o

iy what you're suggesting.”

. “Then at least give me a decent amount of water -
o sind sormie food. | need to get my strength back & Was
his speeeh starting to slur? Fuck. e
~ “Oh, that sounds like a good 1dea i
A fragment of memory fluttered past “jesus Chnst,-
Carpenter' You had just one of these bands holding -

~ you in and you almost didn’ get free. What makes
you think I can get loose with all of them around me?”




- “Who's to say you don’t have... hell, 1 don’t know, =~
~ some kind of command or somethmg y0u could gwe =

s them so they pop right open?”.

‘Damn, that Wwould have been a good :dea -remember
that for next time. “If 1 did, don t You thmk | wou]d’ve ;
-used itby now?” %
“Maybe you'ré Wamng tlll you reina better posi-
tion to get free,” Carpenter replied, but Nicholas
- caught the contemplative tone in his voice. :
~ “Maybe, but it sure as hell isn’t now. Even if 1 did

get lose, I'd be weak as shit. What’s to stop you from o

~wiping the floor with me all over agam?" i
~ “Good point. Would be fun, too.” '

_ Nicholas would be far better off in 4 hospltal but
: --gettmg sustenance helped. He could feel his strength
returning, the pain in his head lessening. He couldn’t
~ just wish his injuries away, but he did heal far faster
than a normal person. Agonizing as the whole situa-
tion was, it did have one bright spot. Since he was
- eating, his body had to process the waste. And, as it
- turned out, his captor was a neat freak. '
.+ "I should just let you lie here in your own shit,” Car
penter muttered as he finished cleaning up after Nicholas.
- The collar was on his throat so he couldn’t make
a snappy retort, but Nicholas was laughing on the in-
“ side. In fact, he could have sworn he felt his abdomi-
- nal muscles flexing with laughter. He hated to doubt

- his capabilities — he was certain he’d fashioned these

- bands to restrain‘a powerful creature for a very long
* time — but this was one time he was happy to hope

; he’d overestimated himself. 3 :

. Soonenough, hedetcﬂnmedﬁmthscaptorhadwme i

[ how damaged the bands when he’d put thern around :

'mxmwnwrmuoms'




‘Nicholas They'd been attached to 4 base,and hewas al:

most certain they weren’t any longer. So Carpenter had

‘removed them for whatever reason and, what? Bent them

- around him? Do-able, since Nicholas had designed them -

“witha bit of play. But the casket they were attached towas
part of the circuit; with that go'ne, the bands’ potency was

draining away. Nicholas wasn’t sure how long it would be = -
before the bands were weak enough for him to break free,

e rhough The way things were going, not very soon.

80 his captor knew how the bands worked but
not their full properties. Nicholas could use that to
~ his advantage. If he could just get free — what? Try to

 overpower a creature of Carpenter’s strength while

- suffering serious cranial trauma? And what about those
- people who'd helped capture him to begin with? The

- woman and the two men, and a few more he hadn’t -

~seen. Wait; one of the men was dead... Carpenterhad

i shot him himself. The memory clicked into focus. -

: They had appeared at the front gate posing as re-

- porters; they knew he was alive and inside. He hadn't
known who they were at the time, his curiosity di-
~ recting Gamal to let them in. Then the alarms, the
~ attack. They were a ruse, a distraction, while Carpen-

ter and the others burst in. But now, that didn’t make
sense. Because when one of the men — an Asian who
- carried himself like a cop — had seen Carpenter, he’'d

started shooting. Carpenter shot back, and the man
- was dead. ‘After that, Nicholas was too busy fending
-"'_Carpentet off himself to draw any conclusions. ©

So it appeared those people weren’t working with his
captor — unless it was a double-cross, but Nicholas didn’t
~thinkso. If they weren’t in league with Carpenter; though,;

- “who the hell were they? Nicholas shoved aside that mys-
tery; he had more important things to worty about. lee :
'.gettmg loose and rnakmg sure the Heart was safe e



- Withthe temple b:eached ‘hispeopledidithavesny-

soheretheyicould lbep the Heart hers it sroaldntbe 1 -
~détected. It would be a beacon to every supernatural in

~the area with even the slightest ability to sensé an aura.
“They would be forced to try taking the Heart to Egypt -
right away. It would be sooner than plahned, but the dan-
ger of its loss mounted every hour it remained here. -
- Considering this; Nicholas knew he couldn't rely

- on his 'men to rescue him. Compared to the Heart,
- saving Nicholas was a distant second option. That -
bothered him little; he would be fine in the long run
no matter what Carpenter did. Ini fact, it might be in
- Nicholas’ best intetests to egg him on'to violence. The
“danger there was not knowing how long Nicholas
‘would be out of commission. No, he couldn’t tal(e that
: chance The Heart was oo lmportant :

R e B L RSRe

! “So what was the deal with all those eamel Jockeys"'"

:  “What?” Carpenter liked to talk, it turned out.’
- The result of being out of circulation for so long, most -

likely. Nicholas indulged him. It helped him remain =

conscious, and might even provide some chance for
~ escape. Still, Nicholas couldn’t help but notice ‘that
sometimes Carpenter came off as a narrow—mmded
~ bigoted, sexist asshole. Okay, most of the time. =

. “Those guys at the temple where you were hid-
mg Your little firm had, what? Half a dozen security

experts, all of ‘em white except this mountain of a_
darkie. Then you're gone for a year, come back and
“you have a whole new erew, a whole mix of spear
chuckers and towelheads.” 2

- Laying it on a little thick; rnaybe trymg to get A

- rise out of him? Possible. Carpenter proved he was one

-:'sneaky bastard Too]c out the whole extended farruly and

"'IAYDOWNWHHHONS'




- would ve gotten you, too, Nu:holas remmded himself

- Never forget that. So why the questions about his men?

Was Carpenter worried they might be tracking him

~down? Or was this idle curiosity? "What can Isay?l m

an equal-opportunity employer.” :
- “Yeah, there’s another interesting thmg Before a

~ “year ago, you had your little vanity project, a well-to-

do but small security consultant firm. Nice angle, by -

~ the way. Far as anyone can prove, you're anupstandlng L

~businessman, but you got the perfect setup to run secu-
~ rity for your family and all their mobbed up pals. Gives

- you an excuse to get in bed with most all the ‘unsavory -

_elements,’ as they said in my day. Running dmgs, laun- s
~ dering money, yeah? Tip of the lceberg, I'd bet. :
- "“So you and your crew make some good mofley, '
~ condos along Lake Shore Drive, holidays in the Carib-
~_ bean. Maybe a big deal some day, but right now still
~ small potatoes. You’reé gone for ten months, a year, and
the place keeps chugging along. Don’t even need you
for afigurchead anymore, you know? Then yousslip back
~into town and throw down millions to snatch some
- temple downtown that nobody s ever heard of, plus God
~ knows how much more ‘in security upgrades Not to
mention a staff of I don’t know how many, but looked
like adozen at least. Although all the paperwork isnice

“and legal — you buying this Temple of Al

- through' S Securities and everything — truth is the
- money was funneled in from someplace else — and not
~ from the mob, like 1 would've expected. Some mysteri-

- ous benefactor gets you a heavy chunk to get this temple,

50 you run the operation completely separate from your -
old firm and set up shop inside the joint.”
Fuck me, he uncovered a lot. It seemed Catpenter

e didn't understand the true significance of what Nicholas

:-had been domg since hls retum. Nlcholas d1v1ded lns :



attention between what Carpenter was saying and the -

* dull echo of his voice in the room. Then thére was the

- flat clacking of his footsteps as he paced. Nicholas fig-
ured they were in a small room; concrete or brick walls

 considering the acoustics. Adding in theé stale airand =

the occasional metallic shudder of heating vents whena
~ furnace kicked, he suspected they were in a basement.
- That meant they could be anywhere in the civilized world,

but Nicholas felt safe in assuming they were still in the

. Chicago area. Carpenter didn’t strike him as the
globetrotting type, even before factoring in the minor
complication of hauling around a body trussed up with

~ metal strips and duct tape. Keep him talking, see howmuch

.~ he knows and what's just bullshit. See how you canuseitto

- get loose. “You have a question in there somewhere?”

- “I gotabucket full of questions,” Carpenter replied. .

“Let’s work our way up to the big one, though. Here’s

- an easy one: What the hell is with that temple? You

* don’t show a damn bit of interest in anything that isn’t
. American, go God knows where for a few months, then -

: you come back and it’s like you're fuckin’ King Tut.”.

-+ Nicholas laughed-despite the throbs' n'sem S

through his skull. “Don’t suppose you'd belleve me 1f l
- sard I just liked the jomt, Would you?" i
“Nope . PR s S =
4 Righe? He seized on an allusron his' captor had A
made. “If you’d’ve done a little more digging, you'd

-know I'm just doing the same thing T been: frontlng o '
- foran mterested party who preferred to °keep hls qCe ot
~ tivities private.” ; o

" “Somé mobster wanted you. to buy an Egyptlan :
: temple? What the hell for?? . :

& “Thmk about everything ybu just told me and frg- o

; ure it out.” This would brmg Carpenter uneomfortably ol '

"IAYDOWNwrrHHONS'




close to the truth, but Nicholas reasoned that the an-
- swer should satisfy the bastard and distract him from
- looking any further. “You said it yourself; I come in with
- a bunch of foreigners, buy an ethnic temple, trick the
~ place out, right? And what the hell [ been domg asa
. busmess for the past five years?” = :
-+ Carpenter’s footsreps ceased; Nlcholas lmagmed he
: was thinking, tying the elements together. “You...
- amobster, no. Not a goombah, anyway. Gettmg in bed
~ with some towel-head boss? That what you're saying?
~ What the fuck, Sforza? Your people are so deep into the
- American Syndicate it’s like you crawled up their ass
~and died. You think I'm going to buy that you’re shop-
- ping yourself around to the fucking Egyptian Mafia?Is
~ there even such a thmg?” A harsh, barking laugh.
~ “Bunch of camel jockeys in pinstripe suits with Tommy
. -guns There’s a picture, right? This is bullshit, Sforza.”
" Nicholas’ words came fast yet calm as Carpenter_s :
o -'_wmgnps marched a staccato toward him. “I figured
- you were a little smarter than that, Carpenter. Who
said anything about me switching teams?” He was éx-
temporizing like crazy, trying to sell Carpenter on
something, anything, to move him off the subject.
“There sure as hell is 'a market in Egypt; best route
~into the Middle East, all sorts of opportunities over -
there. You'd be surprised. The whole economy’s setup
. for corruption. The Syndicate’s like any other busi-
_ness; has to keep pace with the changing world, right?
- Expand into new markets, all that kind of thmg-
- Middle East is a mess, but it’s just the opportunity we’ve
~ been looking for. So some guys work something out
with one of the local crews there, I go over to get the
__.lay of the land, come back and set up shop here.”
Carpenter stopped by Nicholas’ narrow bed, sdent
_ _for a second or two. Nicholas wondered what was going

mm mmm



through his captor’s head. It was a reasonable, if not in-

 spired, explanation. Would he buy it, or would he decide
to smack Nicholas around some more? “You expect me

- tothink you're just doing some Syndicate crap whenyou =

haven’tbeen meeting with any bosses since you got back?

‘Nodice, tough guy. You got something else cooking with

“ that temple, your little footsoldiers, the whole bit. -~

- “Sowhatisit?look atall this Egyptian shit you re
-Wearmg -and 1 got to wonder: You t_hlnk you fea i

. goddamn pharaoh or something?” = - :
- There was a faint jingle and N:cholas felt tuggmg -

- around the back of his neck. Surprised that Carpenter
~ hadn’t removed the scarab, Nicholas didn’t reply at

- first. His wiser selfdefnémded caution. He triedasnort =

 of disdain, the plosive sending a shard of pain through - :
~ his temple. “Yeah; you got it,” he said through awince. :
“I'm Ramses, retumed from the grave.” -~ ;
1 “Are you? I wouldn’t be surprised.” The necklace :
E thumped back on Nicholas’ chest, then more scrap-
~ing footsteps as Carpeniter resumed his rneandermg'

around the small chamber. “You said before you were -

- immortal. You're not a vampire, you're not a walking
_cotpse like me: So, what? You a mummy? That’s just a
- corpse all wrapped up in bandages, something like me,
-tight? But that doesn’t work. You're alive. You're not
just acting like it, you are: And there’s the big ques- -
tion: How the hell are you alive, here and now, when T
- I'saw you blow ‘your own brains out?” ' i

Nicholas cursed himself. Tryirig to mislead w1th S

- mundane explanations had gotten him nowhete. He
- should know better. New to the greater reality he faced,
- he was falling back on old assumptions. He was still -
o thinking'of Carpenter as his grandmother had portrayed
" him - a dim-witted button man for the mob, know-

: _._.'lng nothmg but guns and petty crime and bmtahty i




- Nicholas had assumed his grandmother meant Carpen-
“ter was a thug from the modern-day Syndicate. It was

- after his return to Chicago that Nicholas discovered
the man calling himself Maxwell Carpenter had been

. -dead for half a century. Nicholas' new life brought with

it the discovery of many secrets, including the type of

' .";'_creature Carpenter was. He was no longer mortal; of

- course hé would have learned much of the ways of the
- supernatural. Focus; work through the pain and see what

- you can salvage from the situation. “You sure ot saw

. what you think you saw?” . i

. “Don’t give me that. Imade you pull the godclamn e

i _. ‘mgger Tsaw your brains spray all over your wall.” -

- The'throbbing pain in Nicholas’ head wasn’t shak £
ing loose any new ideas, 56 he tried one last despera- -

- tion play. “You want the truth? The truth is I dont

know what happened t6 ‘me. That night, all of a sud-

= den1wanted to shoot myself, right? And you did that?

- Made me want to put a fucking gun to my head? Hell,

maybe you did something else to me then. All 1 know

s, I didn’t die. Why? I don’t know; I don’t remember

¢ - anything for a while after that. Hell, for all either of
us knows it was just a bad shot or a dud round or some-

. thing, looked worse than it was. It’s not like been 2
; trymg to off myself since then, right?” e
~Carpenter’s voice whispered in his ear, the ba’relw
; suppressed tage clear in every word. “Bullshit. You’re
~ holding something back and we both know it. You
- don’t tell me the truth, I'm going to see 1f you really '
; are as immortal as you claimed.” - :
! Then the collar was back in place ancl Nlcholas :
hearcl footsteps stomping away. A door slammed and

~faint footfalls receded to nothing. Nlcholas struggled

- togain coherent thought. His injury was screwingup
: "'hls thought processes Carpenter already brought too




much to the table, he knew enough about the super-
natural that Nicholas had to be fuckmg clever lf he :
“was gomg to put one over on l-um S i
S £ aE, _eee

. Some time later, Nlcholas felt the surge of pam as
the collar was removed. Then fresh agony as the duct

tape over his éyes was torn up. He blinked as best he

could, the adhesive from the tape gumming his eye-

lashes. A blurry shape resolved itself a few seconds :

later — the face of his captor, Maxwell Carpenter.
It wasn't a pieasant countenance. Lean, with a
strong nose and lines on either side of the mouth lend-
ing character. Nicholas kniew it wasn’t the man’s réal
face, though, just the body he’d found to make his -
return to the living world. The real Carpenter stated
-_ from cold eyes blazing with hate:
" “Now what?” Nicholas ¢roaked. The faint buzz«
~ ing noise he’d been hearing for the past few hours had
surged to a roar when the collar was removed. Com-
bined with the pain in hlS head it was even more dlf '
ficult to stay focused.
7 “Pm still tired from the other day and was hopmg
you d give me what [ wanted to know the old-fashioned -
way,” Carpenter said. “I can feel you slipping now; I
don’t think you're going to be around much fonger. I
want to make sure [ get all my questions answered be-
fore you kick, which means domg it the hard way.”
Nicholds wasn't suré what to make of that, though
it became all too clear when his captor spoke again.
: _Carpenters eye blazed w1th green fnre when he sald 3%
_ Teil me what you are? el i
* A dagger of pain npped th:ough Nlcholas bram )
_He found himself opening his mouth t6 reply, heard
"_'-h1s voice gasp, “l am the Undymg Iam Amenti.”

Yoo IAY DOWN. W]TH uous




“ “Carpenter leaned away, eyes narrowing in surprise
~and confusion. Nicholas struggled to get his traitor-
_ous tongue under control. That green ight, the cold

. tone of Carpenter’s voice — the bastard was shoving

‘commands into his mind. Nicholas had wondered how
~ hecould ever have been forced to pick up a pistol and
~put it to his own temple, let alone pull the trigger.
~ Carpenter could somehow force a compulsion within
- someone, an urge so powerful it overrode even sur- .
~ vival instincts. And he was using it now to clrag the
~ remaining secrets from Nicholas'unwilling lips. -
" Hiscaptorleaned in again; capturing his gaze andbaﬂc _
: mg yanother command. “Jell me what the hell thatmeans,”
: Carpenter said, one eye gray and the other brilliant green.
- . Agony was a lightning bolt throtigh Nicholas’
: _skull ‘Through gritted teeth he spat, “Said it yourself, -
asshole. Mummy: Deathless.” His brain felt like it was -
about to explode, his vision gone from his right eye. It

~ seemed he could see lines of strain on Carpenter’s face
+also. Why the hell doesn’t he just have me explam evm‘y— :

F thing instead of this twenty questions crap?

: - “How? You were dead, like me! How dld you come
. -]Jack’ How did you become this?” . -
' Nicholas tried some futile gesture of deﬁance but i
. the compulsion was too great. The sides of his head
‘throbbed in crashing waves of agony even as he sald '
: “Spell .of Life.” i '
. “At the temple? That lt? Somethmg You do at
: your “temple?” 0o (5
- The green fire made hlm want o answer desplte :
: h1mself If only he could make Carpenter think it were
~ true! Instead, his mouth betrayed him with a “No.”
e (2 goddamn gotta happen somewhere,” Carpen-
-~ ter snarled His voice grew harsh and urgent, more as




if he was talking to himself. As if he were trying to
_reason out the details, to'decide the best questions to

ask: “It’s some kind of... 'o'f procedure or ceremony; -

where?” His focus bored in on Nlchoias “Wherc do
you do this ‘Spell of Life’?” = _
“Nicholas’ lips curled back from hlS teeth as hE'
fought the compulsmn The best he could do was be
vague. “Egypt,” he sputtered at 1ast the “E” a long, :
'agomzed groan. '

Ptaful a this Wak for 1mm tholas sensed that
this ability Carpenter used was not ‘applied without
‘some cost to him also. Even through the thickening
haze ‘of pain, Nicholas could see Carpenter looking
‘more strained than even moments before. He wasn’
sure how this would end, but if he could hold out long
enough, giving up as little as possible, maybe he could
leave Carpenter exhausted. Then. .. what? Nicholas
didn’t know, but it was all he had.
““Egypt’? Big fucking country, asshole. Spell of Life’?
Fine. Don’t know fuck about spells. How does it wotk?
Something... you were just like me, corpse walking away.
Now alive. Who does it; is there a trick? Would have to
be, wouldn’t there? Otherwise everyone would do it.”

_ Carpenter faced Nicholas again, desperation clear. “Is it - -

-this ‘heart’? Did that make you what you are?”’

Nicholas groaned, trying to clench his jaw tlght,
but the heat from the green flame blasted through his
mind. Then something rushed up from within him .
with such force that his body bucked on the narrow

bed. A voice, deep and resonant and speaking a tongue

dead for millennia, burst from his lips. The rage inthe
‘words was so great they seemed to strike Carpenter
like a physical blow. He staggered back confuswn and
perhaps even fear in h1s eyes




- +Then a supernova of torture exploded in Nicho- -
las’ head. Everything began to spin, the roaring in his
ears rising to a numbing crescendo. His body shook,
- powerful contractions starting in his abdomen and
traveling up through his esophagus. Then the back of |
~ his throat was clogging with bile and the half-digested
-stew Carpenter had fed him. He tried to move, to roll,
- but the bonds remained too strong. His body flexed
“and jerked like a fish on the line. Then his head could
move, he was turning and spewing puke everywhere
while trying to draw breath at the same time. A cough-
ing fit seized him, convulsing his body even more, and
warm, thick fluid rushed through his throat and sprayed
all around him. A second burst of white heat flared
‘behind his eyes, triggering a spasm through his body
- so powerful he felt himself lift into the air.
‘Words couldn’t describe the pain that tore through
. -hlm Mercifully, Nicholas was spared trying to think
of any, for another blaze ripped through him, ridinga

- wave of blackness that sucked him down w1th lrresmt- '

ible finality.
-A second later, Nlcholas Sforza-Ankhonep was dead



“Thea watched ]ake 1ean forward hls eyes roving
over the Canopic jar she’d placed on the disused check- -
out counter. “So you think that S what Carpenter was :
after this whole time?” :

“Possible, but 1 doubt it,” Thea said, turning her_
attention to the rest of the Stop N Go. Parker was ca-

joling the space heaters into kicking out some warmth =

and Dean was fldgetmg around the place like he was
looking for booby traps. She and Jake were sitting ina
pair of rickety chairs by the front of the disused conve-

“nience store. Hell of a secret hldeout Tt had been freez-

ing ‘and unicomfortable all winter, but Thea rushed for
the place from her watm apartment earlier that after

noon. After the painful conversation with Margie, she
wallowed in metmories and ended up in her room the
test of the day doing nothing. She didn’t hear Margie
~moving around either and figured her friend was trying -
to work through everything, along with her cold. At -

least the police didn’t come rushing in to clrag her away:

- She'dfeltjustas suncomfortable thé next day, wast- -
-mg most of the morning in bed. She’d still be there if -

she hadn't had this place to escape to. “I think you

thad him pegged pretty well from your research. .

Carpenter’s out to kill everyone in the Sforza family, -

and since Nicholas Sforza was laying low in the temple, .

he had to go into get him:” She rested her chinon i

tented fingers and nodded at the jar. “I don’t think he
j_'even reahzed it was there. Doubt he’d care, e1ther.

: 'm’rnownwrmuows




“Yeah e got what he wanted “Parker snatled

- . from where he fiddled with one of the heaters.

* They all nodded. The pam of it all was stlll fresh

: ~in + all their minds.

©“ can’t believe he still used us, even after we flg—-
_'ured out what he was up to,” Jake said. -
. “Stop with that.” Thea shook her head. “I'm not
" saying this isn’t a horrible situation, that it hasn't been

~ agonizing for all of us. I'm not saying we didn’t screw
up. But we did the best we could. We tried to find out
- what was going on, we tried to stop bad thmgs from
- happening. I still think our best option — our only -
: 'optlon — was to meet with that Sforza guy. ,
“Carpentert just moved faster than we’d thought.

Sy mean, think about it. He’s been planning all this out

for years. Hell, decades, nght7 I'm surprised we even
“got the lowdown on him ina week Ilike to thmk we
- ended up surprising him, too.”
. “Like it ended up doing us any good » Parker sa1d
_.draggmg the space heater closer to the center of the room.
~“He killed Lilly and Romeo and snatched Sforza. He got
everything he was going for and we didn’t do adamn thing

. to stop him. Wouldn’t even have gotten out of there if it

- wasn't for that snowstorm. No visibility, coveredouru'acks,

~made it tough for the cops to get in position.” - -

. ‘This brought a bitter chuckle from Dean Yeah

S .'we re lucky. Romeo and Lilly are dead, but we’re okay
'Llllys branded as some kind of murderlng rar.:lst, but

. we're doing just great.”.

‘There was no denymg that bleak assessment, but :

~ Thea gave it a shot anyway. I wish there'was some-

 thing we could do to change things, but you know the -
score. We’ve heard enough from other hunters that -
~ going for public exposure right now backfires. The
i nastles are too well-entrenched in the governiment: and



the media. | wish we could tell the whole world what
Romeo and Lilly died doing, that they're heroes. Thope
someday we can. But until then, at least we’ll know,
right? Us and the othet hunters out there. We'll spread -
 the word, we'll make sure every hunter out there knows
the truth about Samuel Zheng and Lilly Belva.” - -
.~ “And Carl Navatt and Wayne Farrell,” Jake added
-in a soft tone. Thea’s eyes teared up with equal parts

- shame and recollection. She’d forgotten about Lillys

common-law husband, Carl, and Dean’s lover, Wayne. -
- They'd both been killed by zombies, Wayne not even
~a hunter but in the wrong place at the wrong time.

- She realized she’d never caught his last name before.
- Even at his funeral, she’d been too wrapped up in het
own concerns, in the horrors that surrounded her. .

 “Doesn’t make it any easier, but thariks. If [ could

- switch places... well, youknow.” Dean wrestled back tears

~ of his own. “But at least I could help some of us, right?”
- Theafeltatwinge inher shoulderand saw Parkerrub
 his stomach: They'd both been wounded in the conflict, -

- but Dean’s incredible healing talent had restored them.
- “T know we'd all change what happened if we
: cbuid Parker said. “But at least we can do nght by
_ them now, yknow?”

- “Right,” Thea sald “So how do we do that’ The s

~same blizzard that covered our escape did the same for
~ Carpenter. Jake, yesterday you and Parker checked out
‘the warehouse he met us at last week, right? Place is empty.

- Sowhere did our favorite zombie run off to?” She looked

- around the old Stop N Go, sensing the defeat inall of
~ them. “Look, guys, this is a ﬁJcked-up 51tuat10n, but we
~ have to get ctackmg ‘We can’t go on like this.”

- “Like what?” Parker growled, showing a spark of 't' L
: \-_his old combativeness. “We lost half the damn Van -

- Helsmg Bngade, the oops are lookmg for me and Dean,




' _'and we don’t know where to begm to'try fmdmg the -
fucker who stuck us in this mess.”
2 “Exactly Thmkmg like that, we're still lettmg CaI ?
S penter shove us around. Come on, he manipulated us, fine.
- Letsnotlet him keep doing it now. We're into something
‘where one mistake can get you killed, you know? Always

= “thought it was a cliché, butlook at us. Down half our gang

~in under a month. We have to be better than we were if
we're going to find Carpenter and rescue this Sforza.” -
o You're nght. Thea,” Jake commented. “But its not .
~going to be easy. Like you said, Maxwell Carpenter’s
- been doing his thing for* thfee-quartem of a century. He’s

- beena ghost with one thing on his mind: revenge. I bet
- hespenta goodfifty years thinking of contingency plans
- on contingency plans, all directed toward gemng ven-

- geance against the woman who betrayed him.”

 “His full-time job for longer than ‘any of us have

- 'been alive,” Theasaid. -

i “Exaetly Compared to that, even w1th our com-

. bmed experience hunting the supemarural? I m sur- :
prised we didn’t all end up dead.” - o

- “Hey, the bastard ain’t perfect, Parker said sur-

‘ prlsmg all of them. He was the naysayer of their little

~ club;not the sort to dole out positive comments. “Car- -
- penter was so hot fot this Sforza guy that he left us

alive. Which means we can get some fucking payback.”
- That was more like it. Leave it to Parker to provuie a’

2 -pep talk based on revenge. -

- Theanodded. “I'm pretty sure he has Sforza alive
-sorneplace We need to figure out where that is and '.
move on him before he’s ‘teady.” - i :
 “Which brings up another puzzle,” ]ake sa1d ‘]u3t :

- what is the deal with Nicholas Sforza?” : &
They shared looks. That was a puzzle. He was the -
' .:'grandson of the woman Carpenter elatmed betrayed



“him, . the woman responSIble for his’ death in 1939,

Annabelle Sforza had gone on to become a leading

member of the Chicago underworld, a role that might
‘otherwise have gone to her dead lover. Sixty years later,
- Carpenter’s soul had possessed a new body — whose;
‘God knew — and proceeded to kill off every member
‘of Annabelle Sforza’s family. She’d escaped that fate
- from dying of natural causes before Carpenter could get
to her. Nicholas was the last one — the last surviving

‘adult, anyway; Carpenter must have a thing aboutnot

_ killing children. A strange bit of morality, considering

‘what a monster he was otherwise. Anyway, Nicholas - :

had somehow survived at least one attempt on his life
- by the dead mobster, then vanished from sight. He'd
~ popped up months later hiding out in the Temple of
~ Akhenaton. They still hadn't figured out what had hap-
pened to him in the intervening year. Neither had they
determined how Sforza knéw the temple would put him
~beyond Carpenter’s reach '~ at least, it did until the
Van Helsing Brigade had gotten inside in an attempt to

- uncover some answers of their own. Anyway, as faras

Nicholas Sforza was concerned, Thea hadn’t seen
* enough to draw definite oonclusnons, but it was clear '

. the guy was out of the ordinary. -~
22 'm not sure what his deal is, ’ she sald Hes 'riOt i
: your average security consultant, though.”

“You'mean what with shrugging off th:ee pomt—- 3

o _biank shots to the chest and all?” Parker smirked.’
* “Like I said before, he didn’t shrug thém off per

" s6- The bulléts still hie hiv; bat 35 like they hed 661

- get through some kind of... I dunno, force field or
‘something. Whatever it was bled off so much of the
- velocity that they didn’t do much more thari break
the skin and knock the wind out of hlm
“A psychic’ ﬂak vest Mo
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** “Sounds more potent than anything we can do,”
']ake observed. “You know, it’s possnble he s some kmd
~of, well, magician.” :

““Man, just when I thmk th1s stuff can’t get any' :

' stranger,” Parker said. “Don’t we have enough to deal

thh'already, fuckin’ zombles and vampires and shit?”

. “Jake, you 'did say before that the Temple of
. Akhenaton was supposed to be some gatherlng plaoe i

- for mystics, right?” Thea asked. -

~ “Oh, yeah. But I didn’t think 1twasreal maglc That’d -
: .explam things, I suppose, though I'm curious how NlChO-
las Sforza would have learned about the place.” ¥
. “Sorry, but I don’t think we’re going to find those:
+ answers shooting the breeze,” Dean commented. “As

b Thea said, let’s concentrate on finding him.”

~“There’s something else to consider,” Thea ssid. -
“We ve learned that zombies exist out of a single ovetrid-

- ingpassion, right? Some kind of unfinished task orrevenge '_
- orsomething. Carpenter’s a textbook example of that, isn’t

-~ he?His one mission in life — well, death, anyway — is to
kil off this Annabelle Sforza’s farmly Once that’s done,
- hisspirit would go off to its, ub, final reward, right? =

~ “So we let him kill the last surviving adult Sforza
i ancl he’ll just go poof? Problem solved?” . . .«
. Thea gave an uncomfortable shrug. “Pri not say- :
ing we should. Just that it might end up being the only

y - way to get rid of Carpenter for good. After all, he re- -

_turned to life in one stolen body. If we destroy this one,
~ what’s to stop him from popping up in another one?”

- This possibility shut everyone up for a little while. Jake
Wmced and cleared his throat. “That’s, uh, a disturbing

~ thought, but et keepitasabackup plan, right! Wiy back”

- “Like I 5aid, not necessarily a good idea. Anyway,
far as Carpenters concerned, we ‘already have all the



-~ research we did onhlm— places he used to Operéte 5
- when he was alive and all that. We know the walking -

~dead are creatures of habit; we just need to narrow down

his routine and we’re sure to find his hiding—" she broke
off, frowning. “You hear something just then?” -~
. They all shook their heads, but everyone got up
: “What was it?” Dean asked.’ '
' “Sounded like something feﬂ over in the badc rootn,

maybe.” Carpenter had scoped them out before; it seemed

 certain he knew about this place:So had ke returned to

finish off the rest of the team? He was sneaky and danger -
ous, but he'd never faced them when they were ready for -
hjm, She noticed the grim anticipation in the others’ faces

' —even Jake, who was willing to think the best of even the

: -mosthomble creature. Carpenter had proven himselfamon-

- ster, and they were eager to mete out justice upon him.

~ .. Parket grabbed the Spas-12 from the counter and

--moved over the cracked linoleum toward the storeroom -
* door. Jake, never much of one for guns, hefted the base-
~ ball bat he’d arrived with. Dean caught Thea’s eye and

~ headed toward the front door, grabbing up his MP-5
 along the way. She checked the Browning Hi-Power in
~ her jacket pocket but kept her hands free, preferring

“unarmed combat to firing off rounds in a tight space. -

" As she slipped after Dean, Thea focused her senses to
attain the rarified state she labeled her sixth sense. They

- each had their talents — Dean’s capacity to heal, Jakes

ability to remain unnoticed by the supernatural. Hers
 allowed her to sense impending danger and, at tlmes,
- to know the best thing todoina given situation.
She cried out in surprise as she was overwhelmed
by throbbmg waves of energy. She realized right away
~ what it was — the Canopic jar. She’d felt the same

psychic interference when she’d first found it at the -

; ternple It was a thmg of some potency, though noneof

':MYWNWUGNSWW



: .I tnem had a clue what it was. Should Mve remembered

~ how overpowering the thing was when focusing like this!

~ Clutching her aching head, Thea forced herself to
- emerge from the fugue state she’cl ]U_St entered a seeoncl'
'before B ;

Her attention on shuttlng off the urn’s feedbaek '
: she didn’t notice Dean turning to her'in concern as

‘the front door burst open behind hlm "

Hiepsig . ; eee® -

1t was chaos in an instant. e

~ Men in heavy coats and ski masks rushed in wav-
: Lng sub-maehmeguns with sound suppressors, shouting

- inaccented English for everyone toget down now! Dean
spun when the invaders rushed in, and the nearest one

- fired a burst at the blg man when the profile of Dean’s -

- MP-5 swung into view. Dean flew back against her with -
-'the impact, and they both slammed against the counter.
. Thea struggled to get her beanngs ‘The attack
, cormng just as she tried to regain her normal senses
- threw her off balance — and now Dean was lymg on
_ -'her, bleeding and gasping. - '
' Shecouldn’t see anything but the cellmg and Dean’s
bulk pinned her to the ground, made all the more pain-
ful by something digging into her shoulder blades. She
- could hear just fine, though. Dean’s gasps and muttered
half-sentences were harsh in her ears, and beyond that |
the continued shouting, sporadic shots and scuffles as
 Parker and Jake faced their attackers. ;
~ “Dean! Dean, are you okay?” she yélled in his ear.
A whisper would have been flne, but she was pumped
on adrenaline and fear.
His ]owl wiggled against her cheek as he nodded.

& "Got me... abdomen. Trying to heal. Move me..

help.. help Jake and—" A fit of coughing seized hirm
and Thea was sprayed w1th bloody splttle :



If aﬂ}' of s had to beshot at least i v him, she

: thought as she pushed against him. Dean could mend
his wounds, recover; she had to hope his gift was suffl
_cient to deal with the i injury he’d received.

“Thea apologized as she shoved him to the 51de and i

i struggled into a crouch. He nodded to her, teeth bared S

ina bloody smile. “Go!” he gasped. -

~ She turned to see  Parker and Jake holc]mg four men at
bay Parker was yelling, his shotgun in one hand and a glow- -

ing brand of fire in the other. Jake was taking wild swings
-and pokes with the bat, its end smoldering from contact

with Parkers firebrand (intentional or otherwise, Theadidn’t
“know). The attzackers were pointing their weapons and shift-
ing around to tty and surround them. No one shot after the
initial seconds, thank God. That meant these guys were

- mortal, at least, since the undead were seldom worried about

:'bullets'; Based on their accents and the dark skin visible
~ around the holes of the ski masks; she felt safe in assuming
they were part of the crew from the temple. How theyd
tracked them down was a mystery for another time. ~ * *
 She checked on Dean one last time before rnovmg o

_to support Parker and Jake. He was in tremendous pain,

 but waved her off with a shake of his head. As she turned,
she saw what was digging into her back before. The small
urn had fallen from the couinter when they'd slammed

_ against it. It must have rolled under her when she’d slid - 2

to the floor with Dean atop her. Thea picked it up, trig-
- gering a shout from one of the attackers trying to shove

- past Parker. The others took up the cty, with Parkerand i

 Jake shouting in return. Then something crashed through

~one of the blacked-out front windows off to Theas right, i
knocking over the empty shelves theyd propped there i

: and throwing wan afternoon light on the scene. -

Theywere caughtbetweentwogtoups, Alinthesame -

.nondescnpt coats and sk1 masks, all of them carrymg sub




 machineguns, all of them yelling and charging forward.
' They wanted the jar, and they didn’t appear to care how
 they got it. Thea and the others weren't cut down in a
- hail of bullets only because the two groups would have
caught one another in the crossfire. Parker fired off ablast

- i of the shotgun one-handed. The recoil jerked the thing
- from his grasp, but the shot caught one of the attackers in

 the shoulder, spinning him around to bounce off the rear
wall. The place was getting crowded fast, and Thea saw -
they were up against to three-to-one. Parker grabbed his

~firebrand with both hands and smmg ]LISt as ]ake was

~ with hissmoldering bat. .
. Jake, much smaller than Parker and w1th0ut the

“barbarian instincts, was driven back just a foot away
- _from Thea, doing all he could to keep the two men on
- him from getting by. One lunged in to take a hit from
the bat on his forearms, giving the other one an open- -
‘ing when Jake swung down. The second man grabbed .
~ the shaft of the bat where it hadn’ yet caught fire,and
~ he and Jake engaged in a brief tug-of-wat. The one Jake
just hit recovered and came in low, so Jake let go of the

~ bat and swung a wild punch. The second attacker stag-

gered back and tripped over one of the space heaters,

~ the burning bat flipping off into a corner. Jake’s punch
~ did little more than startle the first guy, who ducked
S enough that his own lunge just clipped Jake.

- Thea had three coming at her through the front win-
_ dow' they would have been on her right away if they hadn’t
had to ‘climb over the wrecked shelves. Her sixth sense

- was useless thanks to the urn, but then these guys didn’t
~appear to be supernatural so she supposed it all evened
~ out. She shoved the jar into a jacket pocket and grabbed
* - at the cord of a space heater snaking nearby. She stomped
'one boot on the extension cord and yanked hard, popping

S '-_theheatetscotdfme Smppmgtothe&de awayfromwhere



; -'_Ii]ake'ﬁes'ﬂaﬂiﬂgWiﬂlhi:s'opponenf.:ﬁ& mg'dle hea§y
space heater in a sloppy arc. She had no real control over
 the thing, but it was big and hot and moved the three guys

back a few feet. Thea yelled and grabbed higher up the

~ cord with her left hand, giving her more leverage as she i
" tried to swing the thing ke Tasso., :
= Themenwerentane“ﬂlattodo,theywanteddlejar,'
but they weren’t thrilled with the idea of getting smacked in -

- the head by a ten-pound hunk of hot metal. That was ﬁne

by Thea; she swung the space heater around again, grunting

'_-wndlﬁleeffott.Thelrhesmnolmpmvedtobeafemt,d\mgh o

They rushed her just after the heater swung by again. Ina
" panic, she backpedaled while grabbing even higher on the
- cord as it swung around her back, shortening the arc and -
- yanking on it hard to bring it arotind faster. The heater swung -

- through and clipped one of the guys in the hip, knocking

- him into another one. The first went down in a tangle with -

the heater, but the sécond righted himself and came for Thea
looking even more determined. The third guy was almost
- on top of her when she slammed her back into the conve-
- nience store counter. She grabbed the lip behind her and

 boosted up, taking a few wild swings with her legs asshe slid =~~~

- her ass over the cracked Formica. She didr’t connect, but
-~ they couldn’t catch hold of her before she roiled off the
: backofmecounteronto thefloor

~Themen leaped over the bartier after het, one do-
: lng a two-handed plant on the surface to vault down

next to her, the other coming over in asloppy scramble. -

~ Thea just had time to grab one of the dozen stakes
- stashed there for their vampire hunts. She rose fast, us- -

- ing all her momentum to jam the wood highupon the .

second guy's left side. He was overextended, his arm
stretched out to grab the back lip of the counter. His
“heavy coat took thé brunt of it, buthe cried outand fell
~ back as the stake pierced the flesh under his armpit.




- The vaulter called out something in Arabic. Theas
~ mother had tried to teach her the language when she

- was growing up. She had done her best to forget it all, .
wanting to be as American as possible. Even so, she

- could have figured out most of what these guys were
saying to one another if it weren’t for all the violence
and impending death ruining her concentration.

.~ -Rather than ask for a translation, Thea launched a

~ side kick at the guy. Turned out he knew a few things,

~ oo, since he deflected her leg and ‘pivoted around to

“come in closer and grab her. Thea went with the block’s
momentum and rolled back across the counter, tucking

- her legs as she came over so she wouldn’t land on Dean.

 The man wasn’t interested in letting her outmaneuver

o him again, though. He grabbed the back of her jacket

: and yanked back hard, bringing his other arm around to

put her in a headlock, ‘Thea found herself sprawled on
- her back on a creaking convenience store counter, her -

- legs kicking for leverage while some Arab in a ski mask
strangled her. Fighting back the panic, she switched tac-
tics and jackknifed her legs up, rolling up and over the -
“guy’s back to land behind him. She almost lost her bal- .
- ance when she hit the ground a foot lower than she ex- -

‘pected and clutched at her opponent to keep her foot-
“ing. He was already trying to turn‘and Thea was out of
cool moves at that second, so she jumped on his back
and slammed his head into the countertwo or three times.

- She dropped him to the ground and tried to get her

o Beanngs She was shocked to see Jake being tossed aside -

by hisattacker, who rounded on Thea with such intense
‘hatred in his eyes that she flinched. The man grabbed -

.  the sub-machinegun hanging on a strap across his chest -

~and swung the weapon to bear. Thea scrambled in her
- pocket for the jar, hoping the sight of it would hold his

- fire. Even as she went for it, she knew she’d be too late.
By There was the sust:amed burp of automatic fire followed




by amuch qméfer poppmg sound. She realized she was
unharmed, with a series of bullet holes stitched up the
“Sheetrock next to her — but the guy who'd shot was

- staggering back, covered in blood. It was like hisown

A rounds had ricocheted off the wall and struck him. -

A bloody hand slapped at the other edge of the
i:buntér and Dean heaved himself to his feet, his still-

- smoking MP-5 dangling in his other hand. He looked :

~ half dead, face pale and drawn, corpulent features a nasty

pray, eyes tight with pain. Thea recognized it wasn’t all - &

- from the physical wounds he’d suffered; Dean was grim
- .with the knowledge he had just killed a living person.
~ Sliding over the counter, she saw Parker was trying to
be as lethal as Dean had been. He was cleaving into every-
thing in sight with his firebrand while bellowing. His three

opponents were skilled, but they were having difficulty get- o

*ting past the white-hot flame. Dean’s gunshots seemed to

flipaswitchwith themall,andseeing Theaand Deanstand-
- ingbehind Parker without opporients galvanized theminto

action. In unison, all three grabbed for their SMGs. .~~~
" “Shit! Parker, get down!” Thea yelled, pulling at
~ Dean while she-lunged for the broken front window.
* Parker cried out and threw the firebrand sidearm as he

flung himself in the opposite direction. The flaming
- sword started dissipating, but it still had plenty of heat .

and heft to it when it sliced into the leftmost gunman.

The other two ignored their fallen comrade and blazed
- away with their weapons. She heard the quiet stutter-

~ ing cough of suppressed weapons fire, knowing the hot -

- slugs would tear into them at any’ second They weren t' =Y

-gomgtomakett cut down ayard from—. it

-' "Then Thea was tumbling through the airasifa mjghty

. ﬁst had shoved her forward through the broken window.
She landed on her back in the snow, unsure if she couldn’t

 breathe because she’ d had the wmd knocked out of heror
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" because'she'd just been killed. Blinking and erying to fo-
cus, she noticed it was after dark, with a brilliant, cloudless

sk and just a hint of the waxing moon. She registered

- more shots being fired inside and saw flickering muzzle
flashes out of the comner of her eye. A gasp tore through
her and she was breathing again, gulping down air as she -
. struggled to het feet. Her side felt like Parker had jammed

~ his firebrand into it. She staggered over to the window,

not sure what she was going to do. There was a second of
silence when she stepped forward, then a shape leaped at
her from the darkness. She slammed to the ground again,
~ sliding on the icy hardpack and Stmgglmg to throw off her
- assailant. More rounds stitched the air above them as they
fell, adding to the insanity. - :

. She got a good hold of her attacker S throat then
~ realized it was Jake. He gasped in relief as she snatched
© her hand away, croaking, “Move it! They’re coming!”
- ‘Over his shoulder Thea could see darker shapes ad-
-vancing in the abandoned building. She heard the telltale
snap and ca-chak! of fresh clips being slapped into place.
“Dean and Parker!” she said, already moving back inside. -
- Jake grabbed her by the collar and pulled, swing-
ing her around. His eyes had the raw look of someone
who'’s seen enough suffering to last a dozen lifetimes.
“They’re dead, Thea! They — just come on!”.

- Multiple figures spilled from the Stop N Go, yell-
‘ing and pointing at them. None ‘were her remaining
friends. Only Jake was left. She stumbled after him, her
- side throbbing in agony. They ducked for cover behind |
- aJeep Grand Chetokee parked in the lot, then dashed

- down the street. Jake was a few feet ahead of her, chant- -
ing “come on” like a mantra as he ran. The shouts con-
tinued behind them, but no shots as yet. Still out of
 line of fire. With a'sudden inspiration she grabbed ]ake S

g ~armand dragged him into a bulldmg alcove

mmw mmwm



~ “What are you domg’” he gasped. :
. “They're going to mow us down if we just run down i
: 'the street,” she replied. She yanked fréé her pistol and
- poked it back up the street. She fired a couple random
_shots, then swung her aim in at the lock on the door.
- Another double-tap, the Glaser rounds packing enough

force at point blank range to smash the lock in. She -

~shouldered through the door with Jake right behind.
- “They’ll be a little cautious now. I hope. Sneak up or -

~ something, and give ustime toget the hellout the back.”

~ ' Jake nodded and headed down the hall. Like the

~ Stop N Go next door, the old realtor’s office was aban- -
“doned. Thea didn’t know if Parker’s uncle owned both

~ 1ots = he let them use the old convenience store, no-

*questions asked — but she gave silent thanks to whom-

ever it was who left the place derelict and without a

* metal accordion door across the front. Their running
 footsteps and gasping breath echoed inthe confined =

_space, with a ringing in Thea’s ears from all the weap-

- ons fire. Thanks to the ringing, it was hard to tell if she iy :

: ;was hearing sirens or if it was just wishful thinking. -

~ They were almost to the back when the front door
_'ﬂew open, followed by ashort burst from an SMG. Then

shaniting in Arabic and multiple pairs of feet dashingin-
 side. The hallway ran straight, front toback, makingthem

- sitting ducks if their attackets wanted to just spray away
- with their weapons. Thea body checked Jake through a

door to one side, her side a supernova of pain as they
~ tumbled through the cheap presshoard barrier and fell to

 the dusty ground. Seconds later bullets stitched across

the back door and halfway across the room they were in. -

~ “Jesus Christ,” Jake whispered. ‘1 tell you, I'd raﬂlerfaoe
: _vamplrﬁ than all these assholes with automatic weapons.” -

© Scramblingintoacrouch, Theareahzedtheumwasnt' i
: in herpocket She wouid havefallen nght on’ 1twhen shie "o 0




it the ground before. She didn’t think ﬂieir -att‘:icker#

- would stop chasing them if she pointed that out, though;

nothing to do but keep running. There, against the far
wall—a wmdow that looked out on the Stop N Go lot. -

- Get that open,” she said, then turned toward the front

. andletoffafewrounds of herown. Theydid next tonoth-
ing, she knew, but the fear of being nailed by a stray shot

Ce : would hold their attackers off for precious seconds.

" Jake grabbed an old office chairand heaved ltthmugh ;
the window in a crashing explosion of glass and wood
that any director would have loved to catch on film. They
- were out of the building and actoss the lot seconds later.
- Thea's heart spasmed as she glanced at the convenience
store, the smashed front window and broken door a pair
_of mismatched eyes glaring at her in accusation. '
~ Moreshouts in Arabic spurred her on after Jake asthey
dashed across the street. They ran down to Chicago Ave,

it making for the El station, agreeing without words that it -

was their best chance at a getaway since nieither owned a
car. The police sirens were distinct now, and she saw the
 telltaleflicker of red-and-blue reflectingin the distance. The - -
~ authorities’ impending arrival didn't seem to be scaring off
their attackers. The yelling stopped, but when she glanced
overhershouldershe saw two men running after them while
athlrdye]ledbackaromlddlecomerAtleastﬁey’renot' :
- blazing away anymore; must be running low on bullets.
" “Train!” Jake gasped, clattering up the stairs to
: the El platform. “I think [ hear it!”. .-~ . -
* What timing, Thea thought. If they could ]urnp the
 train they might just have a'shot. Get someplace safeand

- getahold of the South Side hunters — hell, maybe recruit

. everyone in the Midwest— then track these bastardsdown
- for payback. Hunters didn’t go after the living, but at this

o point Thea was willing to make an exception. She was

. oSt of the way up when she heattl twO more sets of boots



thundering up the stairs. Jake waited at the turnstile wav-
~ ingatokenat herand gesturing at the trainjust pullingin.
~ Another backward look showed her the flashing lights
bouncing off the buildings a few blocks awa',r The cops
: -'-were nearing the scene of the crime. .+

“Out of breath, a fierce pain'in her side and WIth :

“aheadache threatening to split her skull in two, Thea - -

- dashed after Jake onto the train. The two men jumped
aboard also just as the doors slid closed. Of course;
*why catch a’break now? The handful of passengers on
the train knew trouble when they saw it. They
brushed past Thea and Jake and their ;apptoachhg
£ attackers and out through the connecting doors.. - .
- She wondered if she looked as panicked and beatas
]ake did; felt like it. She wasn’t going to give these assholes
-~ the satlsfactlon, though. Gritting her teeth against the
pain in her side, Thea stepped forward and faced down
the lead man. He wore the same jacket and ski mask as
~his pals, but he and his buddy had ditched their sub-
machineguns. In the harsh lights of the train she could

: seehmdarkskmmtheexposedpomonsofthemask His .'

black eyes glared at her with restrained fury.

~_ “Come on, you assholes,” she rasped. . “ dropped :
-~ your damn urn back at the hldeout Why don t you
'___Just getitandgo?”
- “We have the Heart,” he eonfmned in accented

but clear English. “You'must tell us where the Amentl o ;.

~is. Tell us, and you shall live”
 “What the hell’s an ‘Amenti’?

~He scowled, lunging forward mt halve the dlstance 5 i

: betWeen them. “Tell us!” - %
o, “Hasn t there been enough V1olenee7” ]ake sald '

~ moving to stand beside Thea. “I think we may be on
the same side here. We just heed to talk this out.”




~Theaimagined she looked at Jake as incredulously as -
the two Egyptians did. She never learmned what they might
‘have said in reply, for at that moment the car door opened
behind them and a woman and two men stepped through. -
~ She was pretty, might have been model material at one -
~point. One of the guys was big and blond, typical Nordic
- football player type. The other registered as little more -
-~ than backup deferring to the other man and the woman. .
- The door’s sliding caught the two Egyptians' attention,

5 _and each turned facing one another in profile so they could

- ‘keepan eye on their quarry and on whoever justshowed up.
7 “So what's this all about?" the woman asked wnth o
A famt smile.

-~ “Notforyou towomr, mldthemanwho’d asked about :
. the “Amentl,” eyeing the men who s’.toocl behmd her
. “Who said | was worried?” '

 Thea realized she knew the NOI‘dIC guy — the i
- brute had almost walked off with Marg1e at the dance
clubafew days before. Holy shit; we're on the fl«tckmg El -
' w:th vampires! “Jake,” she hissed. “Rots!”
His eyes grew wide behind his smudged glass&s She
g focused to call forth her sixth sense, hoping one of the
~ Egyptians didn’c have the um in his pocket. Her percep-
tions clarified and expanded but did little to give herany
hint of the best way out of the current situation. Off hand, -
~the best course ofacnonseemedtobem]ustm]ake _
didn’t enjoy the same degree of heightened senses that -
- she did, but he appeared to reach the same conclusion.
Without another word, they started edging toward the
- next sliding door. The two Egyptians’ attention was on .
* the intruders, sensing there was more of a threat there -
- than they'd thought. The big blond guy saw Thea and
Jake trying to slip away; the quick wit yelled “Hey!”
They turnied and tan as best as their exhaustion and
- injuries would allow The ski maskaweanng Egyptlans gave



- ashout of their own and moved to pufsue them. The vam-
pires flashed into action then also, the woman moving with

-~ blindingspeed to overtake Theaand Jake before they'd got-
ten halfway to the door. Focused as she was on the creature

~ looming over them, Thea spared little attention to the

: screaxmamlvellsoccmngﬁlrrherbackmthecar g
* Thea had no delusions about being able to defeata -
: "vamplre, considering her current physical condition. But

Ter senses were focused, her mind braced against any influ-

e '-enoedmetmdeadrmghtexert She wouldn’t go down easy,

‘and she’d do everything in her power to inflict as much G

damagecmthewayMaybe:fshemadeamovenwotﬂd
give Jake a‘chance to hide from their perception as he'd
- done on other occasions. Worth a shot; she wasn't a martyr
but she was just too fried to think of anything better
~Asit turned out, she never even got the chance.
~ Even as she tensed to throw herself at het opponent,

the woman pulled a compact black device from her

~pocket. Her hand was a blur as it flashed in and jammed
- the thing into Thea's abdomen. A blaze of fire coursed
- through her and she fell back, limbs twitching.
" Whatkind of vampire uses a fucking taser?T she won-
: -dered just before everythmg went black
3 . . o s Tk
: Thea awoke w1th an ache’ l:hrough her mldsec
5 -uon and the sun beating down on her face. The latter

~was more pleasant, and might otherwise have beena

-~ sufficient distraction from her aches and pains if re- :

cent events hadn’t slammed into her memory w:th all

'the subtlety of cops on a drug raid. s
- She gasped in alarm mdsatupmdlajerk, regret- s

_tlng the sudden move when everything went swimmy

~from the head rush. Her left side throbbed fiercely; how-

- ever she’d landed the previous night — at least she as-

e sumed it was the ptevmus mght that everythmg had gone o




- tohell = she must have cracked some ribs or something.
- When her vision cleared, she looked down to see she

 was wearing a new navy-blue sweatshirt with some kind
_ of emblem emblazoned on the left chest. She plucked at -

 the fabric and twisted her head around. Chicago Fire De-

- partment — District 1. She recalled that emergency

~medical services fell under their purview, which would
~ explain the bandages she now felt wrapped around her

= - midsection. She felt around the bandage, realizing with

~dull surprise that she must have been shot. Whoever
~ patched her up did a nice job of it, though they hadn’t -
- seen fit to give her anything to help with the pain. She

 sawshe was wearing the same jeans from the other night,

though her boots had vanished sometime between then
and now. Still had her bra, too, though the way it was

' ._ binding didn’t exactly leave her feeling thrilled. -~

"~ Something lay about a yard from her, just registering
in her peripheral vision: She turned to see Jake Washing-
~ton sprawled on his stomach, his face turned away from
*_her. His torso rose and fell, but other than that he made
~ no movement. His parka was gone, as were his winter
_ boots. She looked around, hoping to find their coats and
boots — preferably next to a door with a big neon sign
- saying “Exit.” No such luck. She saw she was on a floor
- covered with a plush short shag in a neutral cream color.

Berber carpet? She wasn’t sure, having no idea what the @

~ hell a Berber was, at least in a carpeting context. The

i carpet extended to walls of a darker putty tone that she

~ thought looked soothing at the moment but would grow
~ dull after a few hours. Two pieces of abstract art hung on
opposing walls, one to her left and the other to her right.

. Aside from hanging opposite one another, there was noth-
- ing to distinguish either piece. A rich brown leather sofa -

~ was situated undernéath the picture to her left. What,

_couldnrdumwoneofmontheoouch?%&saiot Assquat,
__ characterless entertainment center in a shmy ‘metallic




finish stood opposite it under the right-hand picture. A
- door stood to the right of the rectangular console. The
- ceiling was industrial tiling with a scattering of florescent
- panels: A door with a rust brown vamish stood closed -
about fifteen feet in front of her, a pair of potted plants to

- ‘either side of it. They were ferns of some sort, tended to

- within an inch of their lives. She suspected they might
be plastic, considering their uniform appearance. -
- Thea shifted around on the floor, gritting her teeth
“against the throb in her side. Her jaw dropped when she
saw where the sunlight was coming from. Not sure she -

- could believe her senses, she lurched to het feet and

walked in stocking feet around the wide glass-and-steel

desk over to the floor-to-ceiling windows. Slumping for-

- ward against the cool glass, she looked at the city spread-
mg out beneath her all the way to the vast lake beyond

' She was in the Sears Tower. :

e .. e ',

After recovermg from the surprise of bemg on the
whateverm floor — at least two-thirds ‘of the way up,
though, considering the view — Thea scrambled overto
~ the sleek white phone resting on the desk. It gave up a dial
tone which sustained itself after every beep from the but-
tons she pressed. She slammed the handset back in the
cradle and headed for the door on the sidewall. It opened
into a bathroom containing a sink, toilet, and frosted-glass
shower stall. The room was as antiseptic and characterless
- astherest of the office. She left the door open and headed

for the other door, then stopped short a few steps fromit.
. What was she going to do? Run out if the door
 opened, leaving Jake behind? She had to know for cer-
tain that they were locked in here, though: If that door -
opened to freedom; she’d just have to drag Jake out of

~ there ifhe wouldn’t wake up. She was saved the problem

'. 'of how to deal wlth }ake when the latch cl1dnt budge




- “The envitonment covered fofﬂde moment, sl1eWe11t
over to check on Jake. Other than drooling into the carpet,
- he scemed okay. Thea shook him and said hisname inalow

~ voiceuntil he stirred. Jake groaned and turned his face into-

~ thecarpet, mumbling something. She grabbed hisshoulder
‘ and jostled him again. “Come on, Jake. Daylight’ wasting.”
- Ahalf-second latet, Jake popped upright, surgingto
o hls feet. The head rush got him just s it had her; Thea
~ moved to one side and nudged him-over to the couch.
- She gave him a pat on the head as he regained his equi-
librium, then stepped over to the entertainment center.
- She’'d been hoping for a television or stereo —

- something to find out what was happening in the out-

side wotld. Openirig the front panels, she discovered it
‘wasn't an eritertainment center at all; at 1east, notmul-
timedia. The metallic-finished console wasa wet bar,

~ thefront panels opening ona variety of liquor and crystal
- glasses of varying shapes and sizes with a selection of

‘wines in the bottom. The top was a lid that flipped up

- to reveal four narrow drawers under a glass counter set -

~ up for drink mixing. The glass revealed the drawers’ -
~ contents, swizle sticks and long-handled spoons and
“shot glasses and other tools of the trade. Thea laughed

~ the movement triggering a flare of pain in her side. .
“What's so funiny?” Jake croaked. He shufﬂed over
~ next to her. “Wow, that’s a lot of booze.”

. Thea nodded, her chuckles dymg off ina weary
'-sngh “See where we are?”. . - e

1 “Jake turned the dlrectlon her fmgerpomted ‘Holy

: You kiddmg me?” He walked over to the windows, Iook'
 ing over the skyline. “This is incredible! Wow!” - -

© 4Glad- you like it,” Thea said, citcling around the o

desk from the other direction and dropping into the
~ large leather chair sntuated behind 1t “Gonna be the
last rhmg we ll ever see.” g -



2k | ékegh’n&d over at her, théri'_retﬁrﬁéd to his pe

* rusal of the city. “Don’t be so pessimistic, Thea. If they

~ wanted us dead, they wouldn’c have gone through the :
: -trouble of bringing us up here.” : e

- Considering everything she’d had to deal wrth in v

the past few weeks Thea was not inclined to posmve
~ thinking. “Yeah? This isn’t a dream vacation; here.”

“I'm not saying itis. But thmk about how much i
worse off we could be right now.”.

~“Like dead, for one.” She saw his shotriders slump ashe

: tm"nedfmmﬂrewmdowandsatonrhecomerofthedesk S

- “Alreadytried it,” Thea said when he reached for the phone.
~ “Yes, like’dead,” he said at last; setting down the
handset. “Or tortured oo, well, worse. All things con-
.srdered we're in pretty good shape.” .

~Thea gave 4 bitter laugh. “No, 1 know what you 2

= mean, ’ she said, waving her right hand as he opened

~ his mouth. “Compared to the straits we could be in, = -
right? But Jake, that still doesn’t mean we’re free and

~ clear. Just because we’re not dead or tortured or worse -

doesn t mean we're safe. You get me?”

Jake frowned, then nodded. One of the thmgs she :

i hked most about him was his irrepressible -curiosity -
and unflagging belief that things would somehow work
out. She would have gone nuts long before now with-

“out Jake. But sometimes he got so involved in making

new discoveries about the supernatural that he lost - o
- sight of the very real dangers they posed. Just because ;
something wasn't evil — often a sub]ectwe label;to -

begm with = didn’t mean it wasn’t still dangerous.
1n a softer tone, she continued, “Look, fella; it’s
: ;ust you and me now, right? We got to stick together if
- we're going to get through this.” = -
- “Yeah, I know.” He chucklecl W1thout humor ancl g
) waved l-ns hand at the skyhne Each time l thmk the ot




tl-nngs I've been through can’t get any more blzarre,' :
then something like this happens.” - -

- Jake dropped in the sofa after glvmg the office asearch,
whﬂe Thea put her feet up on the desk and brooded. They
were silent for a while, remembering the drama and hor-
rors of the recent past. Soon enough, Thea realized they
were waiting for their captors to make an appeamcc'nm’s
. what [ get for growing up on'moviesand TV. .
~ Justthen, Jake said, “Hey, Thea Who do you thmk
put us in herc?" Y i
- “Those vampires from the El MLy
“You sure about that?” b ey
" “I'm not positive, but pretty sure: Why?” LR
He wandered over to the wet bar and, after a little
: dlggmg, found a bottle of tonic water. “Why stick us
somewhere they can’t get to in the day? Seems like a
- place like this would give us the advantage, you know?”

. Theafrowned, considering. “Well, unless they can
“move around durmg the day — just not in the sun — it
wouldn’t much matter where they stuck us. And maybe
a corporate site is better than a residential one; wouldn't
be anyone round here at night to see them coming and
going, and I wouldn’t be surprised if this place is sound-
proofed. Plus, there might be a psychological factor. We
have the whole wide world right out there, under our
noses. But that’s all the closer we can get to it. They
- have as by the short hairs, as Parker would say.” _
- Thinking of Parker led to Dean and Romeo and
all the others, dead and gone. Just us now; but for how

much longer? She cleared her throat. “Why, who do

you think put us here? Not those Egyptian guys?”.

“I dunno; I guess not. How could two of them take .
~ down abunch of vampires if they couldn’t get us? And it’s
not hke they cared much about keepm.g us ahve at the :

RS v mmw



'hldeout ” He shmgged "The w’nole daylight think just
~ seemed strange to me. But your explanation makes sense.

“How’d you know they were Egyptian?” Jakc asked

=3fter a beat. “I mean, Middle Eastern, sure, but spe-
~cifically? You recognize their accents or something?”

- “No, nothing like that. I just assumed. Speaking
Arabic, the whole temple deal. Seemed pretty obvi-
ous. 1 mean, maybe my background colored my per-
ceptions, but... why? You thihk they weren’t Egyptian?”
-+ Jake shook his head. “1 don t have a clue You all :
' look the same tome.” -~

" “You're lucky I'm too Worn out to klck your ass,

Washington.” Aniidle thought struck her. “What does - .

~ surprise me is that we’re not stuck in some industrial
site — a factory or a construction site or something,
you know? Someplace nice and isolated, where they
‘can get rid of us without hassle if it comes to that.”

* “Another poinit in favor of the idea that they don’t plan
Qn  getting rid of us?” Jake mgested w1th a crooked smile.

- “Optimist.”
“Thatsme S
i ‘o0 . : "' ; X
Aﬁ:er a ﬁmtltss couple of hours in Whlch they tried to
escape —forcing the door, checking the ceiling tiles, fum-
bling with the heating ducts, looking for secret panels —
_ Thea and Jake admitted they were good and caught. They
muscled the couch around to face the window, then settled
- down to conserve their energy and wait. The next handful
of hours was occupied with each of them experiencing vary-
ingstages of worry, boredom, irfitation, boredom, anger, and
 back to boredom again. If their captors had anyone watch-

~ ing them, they seemed content to let them stew. Then, as

 the shadow of the tower gréw long and dark before them
- and pointed toward the lake; Thea decnded to take advan-
tage of then' hrmted amenities. She shpped into the bath ke




o diid siripped dowh 16 the babisge. Liér Earaiael din

- was scattered with yellow and black splotches, bruises that

covered most of her body. Very attractive, gil. The white -

. bndage st66d ot agaifist her kin; a thick bend of cloth

* wrapping around her from just under her breasts to above -

~ her navel. After weighing the pros and cons, she peeled the

; -bmdageaway.placmg the roll on the counter by the sink.

~ The bullet wound wasn’t pretty; turning and look- -
ing over her shoulder, she saw the exit wound was even

- larger and uglier. Went through clean, at least, and it

- appeared whomever had worked on her was an expert
with sutures. Looking at the fine stitching, she doubted -

" theentry wound scar would even be noticeable after it

healed. The one on her back would make for a nice con-
- versation piece by the pool. Facing the mirror again, her -
‘gaze went from the wound to the tattoo on her abdo-
men. She'd gotten three tattoos since joining the hunt.
'Each blended the symbols hunters used with abstractions -
of Egyptian hieroglyphs. She crossed her arms over her

e breasts, her left hand curled around her right biceps. Turn- -

- ing left, she could now see all three — on her shoulder,
the back of her left hand, and around her navel.
~ She'd never considered marking up her body before
- the hunt; there had to be some connection, though she
“hadn’tgiven it much thought before. Now, with the Temple -

- of Akheniaton and its Egyptian minions and the mysterious

~ and poweiful Canopic jar. .. how did it relate to her? Since
becoming imbued with the awarehess of the supernatural,

" Thea had the ability to sense connections others missed. -
~ Call it wonen’ intuition, call it probability awarenss, call

- itasixthsense, call it precognition—she didntunderstand
- it, but she'd come to rely on it. It wasn’t flawless, though,

nor did it fill in the blanks. And right now there were too

~ many blanks for her to connect the dots: Soon, though;

_ Thea fele that soon the answers would be in her hands



~ Cautious, she stepped into the shower stall. She took
a clumsy shower, due to favoring her left side and the -

- certainty their captors would come charging in at that

- very moment. Her side throbbed by survived and no one

_ burst down the door, though.She emerged ten minutes

~ later, dripping and refreshed. She couldn’t find anything
~ other than hand towels, but one was sufficient to towel
off her body; she left the other for Jake and let her hair
~air dry. It would frizz out, but it was a small price to pay

- forbeing clean. She’d just tie it up in a pair of utllltana_m i '

i ponytails once it dried and viola! Problem solved.

- Shedressed except for the bandage and the sweatshirt,
d&ldmg it was best if Jake helped her wrap up her wound.
He blushed, seeing her in her bra, but the sutures sobered

~him up. He drew the bandage around, just assnug asit was
“before. Slipping back into the sweatshirt, she left thebath-
room for Jake to use and collapsed on the sofawithabottle

_.'of Bombay Sapphire liberated from the wet bar. .~ =

Jake emerged from the bathroom about fafteen
= 'minul:es later and gave her a look suggesting he didn’t

- think it was a good idea that she start drinking, éspe-

i c:ally on an empty stomach She lgnored the look
i “jaker’ s S 8
\ “Howdld it happen7W1th Parker and Dean, I mean"'

 Silence for amoment, thena longsigh as he joined

~ her on the couch. “Pm not much of a fighter, you know.
~ When that guy got me andaclinch 1 thought it was all

- over. He was squeezing the stuffing out of me and there
- wasn’t a thing I could do about it. ] mean, he was a guy, |

- right? Alive. Not some rot I could shove away with an

~edge. Our powers don’t do squat against the living.”
~“Some do,” she mun'nured thmklng ofa shmmg
: tod ofhght o s :




 “Yeah, some do. Another mystery about who we've
become, how all this stuff works. Maybe some hunters’
powers are just sodamn potent they tear into everything,
- regardless. Hell, I don’t know.” He sighed, shifting around
~ on the soft leather. “Anyway, I did the one thing I could
i thmk of: acted like he’d strangled me. I was scared shitless
- — 1 mean, what if he kept on choking, right? Almost
~ blacked out as it was. Then I was ctawling toward a gun
~when those guys started shooting. I thought... I thought
* theygoteverybody else. I mean, Parker didn_’thave achance.
- He jumped, but there was nowhere to hide. They... the
~ bullets tore right into him. At least it was quick, I guess.”
 Hetook adeep breath. “The way [ was laying there
I could see him easiest, right? But 1 did see youand |
Dean out of the ‘corner of my eye. You were blown
- right through the window far as I could tell, and
Dean... he fell right next tome. I... he was lying there
and I felt this heat from him, this light pouring from
his eyes even, like he was trying to heal hlrnself but it
- was just... there were too many—" -

" The leather creaked as Jake started sobbmg He
. was sitting to her left, so she reached across her body
with her good right hand to pat him on the knee. His
- hand took hers in a tight grip and she held on, offer-
ing a comforting pressure. After 2 minute or so he con-
tinued, “He smiled at me, though. He knew he was
going but he still found the strength to smile.
YT felt like a coward, faking it there on t:he floor; but 1
~ didn’t know what else to do. Then I saw you step forward
-~ to the window and those guys still had their gunsand I just
couldn’t lose everybody—" More sobs, then. Thea could -
- think of noﬂ:ung tosay; so she ]ust held hls hand S




- The first thing Nicholas noticed was the horrible -
- taste in his mouth. About the one thing worse than the taste
~ of puke is the taste of old puke, he thought. Spitting out -
the stale chunks of vomit and coagulating blood was an -
effort. He lay on his side drawing rancid breaths until he -

. builcupenoughe energy tomove. That broughtalongdull

“surprise that he even could move. He raised his lefrarm,
“his right shoved undemeath his body with the dull weight
- of asleeping limb, and tugged at the mass of tape around
~ his head. He gave that up when the tape yanked at his
-~ hair. His hand slid along the side of his face, tracking
through sticky, drying fluids, and found the lower edge of -
- the tape attached to his forchead. He stopped pullingat
it after a second. The adhesive had too good a hold on
hiis hair; even a simple tug sent needles of pain through
_his scalp. At least it was off his eyes. It took an effort to
_ focus, but he summoned the energy to look around. -

- He was on his right side on a worn out single 1 mat-

 tress, facing a small, spare room. It lacked any defin-
_ ing features — gray stone walls, gray concrete floor,
brown wooden ceiling, brown pressboard door. At the
center of it all, right before him, was a black shape.
- Blinking and squinting, he realized he was looking at
* his captor. Maxwell Carpenter was stretched out on
the ground, unmoving, tailored charcoal suit was splat-
- tered with bile and gore — from Nicholas spewing,
: Nlcholas reailzed He couldn’t see Carpenters face,
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o but he was certain hls captor 'wasnt playmg possum.

- IfCarpentet could move, it was a sure bet he would be

-trussing Nicholas up again; Speaking of which... -
Tewaslike trying to tow a semi with his teeth, but he :

el '-___moved his head on the stamed pillow to look downat

~ himself. It was tough to get a comprehensive view, given -
~ his position, but he could tell the band around his chest -

' hiad been twisted off. When he éorivalsed, prestnably

~ Hisstrength was tremendous thanks to one of the amu-
~ lets Carpenter had neglected to remove. With the en-
- chantment waning from the bands, his convulsions were
- _enough to break him free. At least somewhat; the bands -
- around his waist and legs were still in place, which ex- -
~plained why he had very little feeling down there. That
- mattered little, though, since his hands were free. He'd

just reach down and strip the remaining metal away Ina

minute, anyway, once he got his strength back. .
. After a while longer lying in a pool of hlS own
- su:k Nicholas felt rejuvenated enough to set himself
 free. Thanks to the strength lent him by the bracelet -
- on his wrist, it was a matter of a moment to bend away -
. the lower bands. He snatched at the ‘metal, tossing
- each like an old twist-tie. They clattered'on"the cold
- floor, the enchantment ‘gone now that they had lost

~their shape. He would have gone overand stomped
- on them for good measure if he’d had the energy to

spare. They were designed as part of a clever plan to-

vy - imprison Maxwell Carpenter, only to bite him on the

ass. He would have to be careful in the future about
- constructing things that could be turned against him. - -
- Speaking of the asshole who put me in this situation to
~ begin with.... Nicholas figured he’d better double check -

- on his captor, make sure he was down for the count.

- Getting off the mattress was handled with a great deal of
- caution, the recent agony of his multiple head injuries -

m ANDREW mmwm



fresh in hiis miind. He was pl_éaéé& to discover that, aside -
from an overwhelming feeling of fatigue that his amulets
couldn’t compensate for, he felt pretty good. The same -

force that brought him back from death had mended the -

‘worst of his injuries. His head ached, as did his chest and
_afew other parts of his body, but nothmg a daylong soak 3
inahot tub wouldn’t cure.: 7
‘Nothavingtofeara sudden blazmg pam in his slcull
Nlcholas moved with more confidence. He stepped
away from the large pool of blood and vomit he’d dis-
gorged, kneading his right arm with his left hand to
wake the limb back up. He wasn’t sture how long he'd
been dead; from the still-tacky condition of the fluids

- all over, he guessed nio more than eight hours: The mess

- teminded him of the chartiel house his mouth had be-
come. Too much to hope for that this fucker hasabreath
‘mint ‘somewhere. He also had to get the tape off his
head, maybe a change of clothes, and a shower. Defi-
nitely a shower. First things first, though. He hunkered
down for a closer look at the body on the floor. Max-
well Carpenter lay spread-eagled on his back, his hand-
stitched suit coat flung open toreveal a matching vest
and ashoulder holster with a large automatic pistolun-
dér each arm. He must have collapsed the same time
~Nicholas was coughing up his internal organs. The floor
tilted away from the bed toward the center of the room,
- the same direction Carpenter’s-head was pointed.
Looked like the blood had trailed down around his out-
flung legs, pooling in his crotch. Carpenter’s dead eyes
stared at the ceiling, surprise stamped on his face. = -
 Nicholas didn’t bother checking for a pulse; the guy
wouldn’t have had one anyway. Regardless, Nicholas was
“pretty sure Carpenter wouldn’t pop up like some Holly-

- wood villain going for the surprise scare. Tobe onthe
safe sxde, he pulled one of Carpenter’s plstols checked _' ;




- the clip, made sure the safety was off, and fired rounds -
- into the corpse’s chest and head with a precision learned
~ from hundreds of hours at the practice range. The body
- jerked, giving Nicholas a bit of a scare before he realized
it was all from the bullets’ impact. He dropped the emp- -
tied automatic and grabbed the other gun from its hol-
- ster, then made his way to the door at the opposite end of
- the room.- This opened on'the rést of the basement; he

" allowed himself some satisfaction that his powers of de-

~ duction were proving correct so far. This area had the -
- same concrete floor as the other room; but wood panel-
ing adorned the walls. The paneling had the rich, warm

- lookofreal wood, not some cheap substitute. Thret other

doors, all closed, faced a set of stairs leading up to the -
ground floor. He headed straight for the stalrs, shufﬂmg

* - up and out of the basement.

He found himself in-a laxgé k;fchen equlpped wnt’n :

| - all the latest amenities. From the look of things, he was -
~inanolder house; the kitchen havingenjoyed an exten- -

sive remodeling. The stairs were situated midway along
an interior wall. The bottom half of the kitchen’ rear -

 wall wasdecorated in white wood panels, the top a series
-+ of windows that looked out onto a large sunroom. The
- sunwas out, moming light shining down on a frozen lake

~ that looked like it came right up to the back of the house.

- Ahall to his immediate left extended the opposite direc-

tion from the sunroom to the rest of the house while a
doorway to his right opened onto a lavish dining room.
Nicholas was down the hall and to the front doorin - -

- seconds, the door already open and a gust of freezing air

- washing over him before he realized what he was doing.
He wanted to get the hell out of there, but running around

=% outside in his present state was not a good idea. -

So, what? Was he going to wander upstairs, take a
shower and change clothes while a dead man lay in the
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basementina pﬁddle 0% Nicholas’ gote? Irony on a who'lé
_new leveI he thought, headmg for the second ﬂoor
: T eee

He was halfway up the stais when he reahzed he
knew this place. He recognized the eternally unfin-

ished basement; the large sunroom with its grand view; it

the gleaming kitchen with stainless steel gas stove and
double door refrigerator; the widé front hall and its
leaded-glass door; the framed pictures covering both
'- 51des of the hallway; the very hardwood stairs he stood
. It ‘was all familiar now. He knew the upstairs
would have two guest bedrooms with a master bed- -
room at the very back giving an even better view of
the lake than the downstairs sunroom did. He recalled
_that there was another short set of stairs to the attic, -
' Whlch had been converted to two more rooms..

- Son of a bitch. He was standing in his dead
grandmother’s house in Lake Geneva. Annabelle Sforza, -
“his nanna — Nannabelle, as he'd called her since he
was little — had been dead for months now. This sum-
mer home, like most of her possessions, was locked up
in all sorts of legal wranglings. His grandmother was
meticulous in life and he suspected that claims of mul-
tiple wills and other probate issues were ploys by the
“various crime families to get their hands on Annabelle
Sforza’s wealth. Her surviving heirs weren’t much of a
factor; they amounted to very distant relatives and ado-

lescents, thanks to Maxwell Carpenter’s systematic ef-
forts to kill off every last one of her progeny. Nicholas

realized that, as her closest living heir, he could make -
an excellent case for sweeping in and claiming everya '_
: thmg Not something to worry about now. =+ -

‘No, right now he stood in‘amazement at Carpenter’s

;audacnty The fucker hated Nicholas Sforza’s grand- -~

: 'rnother w1th an intensity ‘that transcended hfe 1tself It '
% ol LAY DOWN WI‘T‘H I.IONS :




had brought him back from the grave with a plan of

- revenge that resulted in the death of Nicholas’ rela-

- tives. And he was workmg out of one of the homes
“owned by the woman he held responsible for his death.
It was less than two hours north of Chicago on the shore

- of a small lake, and was the perfect retreat when the

ity got too hot and nasty in summer. Wasn’t much to

- dotthere in the winter, though, so it was left empty with

a caretaker checking in periodically. Nicholas suspected
Carpenter had taken care of that minor hiccup before
~ even setting foot in the place. Nicholas felt a grudging

admiration for Carpenter. Barring unforeseen circum-
stances, he could get a good six months of use out of
 the place with nobody the wiser. Nicholas wondered

i - what other resources of hls grandmothers Maxwell j

Carpenter had been using. it
. Nicholas drew breath to laugh in amazement and
 almost gagged on the taste in his mouth. That did it.
e was past time to get cleaned up. '
: . o0® .

o lt was a good thmg he had a falr xdea of how he
. looked or he would’ve freaked out when he saw himself

- in the bathroom mirror. His sweater and slacks were -

~ tom, bloodied, and covered in spew. His hands and face
- were scratched and raw from having duct tape strapped

- “around them and then torn off. His cheeks, nose and
'eyes wete a mass of purplmg bruises, and he could imag-
 ine his hair was a gluey mess under the stained cap of

- duct tape. At least it was pretty much all cosmetic. He d

look like a punch drunk raccoon after he got cleaned
up, but that was a small price to pay for freedom. He -

- ignored the duct tape for the moment, digging into the

~ medicine cabinet and crowing in triumph when he

i " hauled out a half-full bottle of Listerine and an old tube

-~ of Crest. He guzzled the bottle, the antiseptic burning

mmw e iann



the shit out of the inside of his mouth. He stifled his
~ groans of pain and sloshed the stuff around while he
squirted a huge gob of paste on a toothbrush hanging
forgotten on the rack. He didn’t know whose it was -
~originally, didn’t much care. Even if it was his (now .
dead) cousin Walker’s, it would be a fresh breeze com-
~ pared to the cesspool of his mouth. He spat out the -

mouthwash, curling his lip at the dark, chunky mess -

~ thatspattered in the sink. A vigorous brushing and three
more healthy gulps of mouthwash later and Nicholas
felt among the living again. He didn’t much worry about
getting knocked around or dirtied up, but he couldn t
stand having a fouled-up mouth. -

“Thete you go,” he said, leamng hlS hands on the

edge of the sink and squinting at himself in the mirror

 through the flecks of toothpaste and mouthwash-blued

- spittle he'd sprayed. A wide grin split his face, teeth
shining in the bathroom ﬂuorescents So, y0u got a
purse to go wlth that hat, Maryr’ :

- .oe

B The tapewasapam mtheassandhewasplssedhe_
‘had to cut his hair to ragged chunks, but it wasn’t like he
- had much choice. Fifteen minutes of snipping and chop-
ping left him looking like he’d come out the loser in a
fight with a rabid lawnmower, but no more duct tape, -
~ thank you very much. “Fuckin’ duct tape,” he muttered,
- looking over the spiky black mess that was his halr Wmt
: Nannabeﬂehaddxppmfortharhnle yappy terrier..
~* He found them in the upstairs hall closet, old and
worn-out but still functional. With a last wince of vanity,
* Nicholas ran the clippers over his scalp. A few minutes
later and he had nothing more than short dark bristle. He =~
- grinned again; the stubble gave him an air of menace he

~ was in the mood to enjoy. “Okay, Mister Bad-Ass. Clean

the rest of this crap off, mmletsget&\eﬁlckmnofDodge
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‘A quick lather and scrub in the shower and he was
dashing through the spare bedrooms looking for appro-
priate clothes, naked and carrying Carpenter’s auto-
matic. He cackled at the figure he must cut. A part of
him knew he wason the edge of hysterics, coming down
- from the high of his encounter with Carpenter, but what
‘could he do but ride the wave? He found a worn-out
Bears sweatshirt, some old Tshirt so faded he couldn’t
~even tell what logo it used to sport, a pair of jeans with
the knees'so thin he could see his skin through them,
and some sand-encrusted sneakers. Cleaned up and
 dressed, Nicholas was struck again by the heat. All:hough
he was almost back to full strength and wasn’t exerting
- himself much, he was sweating like a bastard under his
- sweatshitt. Why the hell would a dead guy have the
- heat cranked up so damn high? The whole house was
- like a sauna. Didn’t much matter now, he supposed. -
< > With hispersonal mattérs dealt with, Nicholas con-
sidered weightier matters. He wanted to rush out of the
- house and make sure the Heart was safe, but first he
“had to tie up the loose ends here. Hefting the 45, he
- decided to play it safe and made a systematic sweep
through the house starting in the attic and working his
‘way back to the basement. He wanted to confirm that
Carpenter didn’t have anyone else trussed up someplace
~ (he didn’t) or had popped back up and sneaked off while
 Nicholas was in the shower (he hadn’t). Despite him- -

 self, Nicholas was %urpnsed to see Carpenter still 1ymg

-in the exact same spot as before. Seemed hard to doubt
that the asshole’s existence was tied to the Sforza
famllys though, considering how he ended up..

“You know, you have to admit this is all pretty pO— |

b etlc,” he said to Carpenter’ corpse. “The whole reason

 for you coming back was revenge, yeah? Kill off my whole
farmly and rest m peace. "l'f.-c:hnlt:a\ll}I you dld lt, I guess.



Didn’t expect me to be able to come back, though, did
- you? Still, should've kept my mouth shut. If I'd just let

“you kill me back at the temple; you'd still be gone but1
_ wouldn’t have had to give t‘nysélf this shitty haircut.

“Well, here’s hoping you're not restmg in peace ol

: after all, you son of a bitch.” -

* His eulogy given, Nlcholas hopped back to l’llS feet,
~ apart of him still marveling that he felt'sprightly and
~ full of energy after literally being dead just a few hours

. before. He paused at the bottom of the basemient staits, .
“thoughts percolating to the surface of his mind. The:

scene in the basement was nothmg he wanted anyone
- stumbling across — he was still missing as far as'the
_public was concerned, and it was best for his new life

if he stayed that way. Besides, there was still a possi-

~ bility Carpenter wasn’t quite as dead —really dead —

~as helooked. It would be best to play it safe and cover
_ his ass at the same time. Nicholas knew of one thmg
; ﬁ'that would do both to his satisfaction. :

' He balked at the idea of torchmg Natiniabelle’s

" summer home. A few minutes’ worth of discussion with

~ himself concluded it was the bést idea all around. The

- wiser part of him knew it was the one way to ensure a '

- revenant didn’t come back, and the nostalgic partof
- him couldn’t bear the thought of anyone usmg the
i place after Carpenter had desecrated it. i

““They kept spare fuel in the boathousefor the couple =

o watercraft stored there. He lugged two cans backupto ;

the house, shivering at the frigid late afternoon tem-
perature. He paused in the kitchen to crank the gas ori

the stove, then headed back to the basement. He fin-
ished pouring one entire jug of gas on Carpenter when

P another'thmght'_stmck him. A quick search through
* the corpse’s pockets didn’t come up with the car keys
: _'_he'd hoped but he ‘wasn't too put out. He’d learned >




how to hotwire cars when he was thltteen, keys ]ust.- :
made it easier. The search did come up with a nice sur-
prise, though: a money clip stuffed to burstmg w1th cash :

s Soaked in gas, but stlll legal tender. :

_ ‘He trotted upstairs and gurgled the contents of .
; _the second can on the floor and walls. He almost

. doused the overcoat that hung on the rack next to

 the front door, and instead slipped the garment on.
- He poured a trail of gas out the front, laughing when
he saw Carpenter must have shoveled the walk all the

: way to the garage. For a walking corpse, he sure wasa - ;
domestic sonofabitch. The gas spilled on his hands -

stung in the cold, so Nicholas dug for gloves in the -

- - coat and came up w1th car keys. Tossing the keys and

~ catching them with the opposite hand, he gave one

last farewell look to the big white house.- AT

- “Sorry, Nannabelle. Hope I'm doing nght by you,”
he said. Then he pulled a small box from his jeans’
‘pocket, lit one of the kitchen rnatches he’d gtabbed

: and clropped it in the trail of gas : ;
B : FXL

Ten minutes later, Nlcholas was steenng a tncked» :

o put powder blue Lincoln' down 1-94 South, with one

- hand while scanning the FM dial with the other. He -
felt bad about the house; he had a lot of fun memories .
- of that place. But it was all for the best. As the wiser -
part of him knew, it was important to honor the past, .

-'. : but it wasn't healthy to stay there forever :
.~ His fingers found a classic rock station blaring the :

. _Rolllng Stones’ “Satisfaction.” He cranked the volume
and sang along at the top of his lungs, grinning and drum-
: mmg on the steenng wheel as he sped toward Chlcago









" Beckett’s return to Chicago hit a minor snag: A bliz- -
 zatd rolled over the Midwest, the second in the space of a -

week. He missed the first one by a few days when he’d fled
~ town before: This one was camped out over northern Illi-

nois, a coincidence Beckett wasn't sure das coincidence.

He rubbed the bracelet and decided not to be paranoid.

 "American Ailines flight 1042 diverted to Minne-
apohsa_St. Paul, whete the storm had blown through just
~hours before. Descending, Beckett saw through the first
class window — if he was going to fly, he was not going
- to be' crammed in among loud, sweaty mortals — that
 the city was blanketed in white. While most commerce

* was shut dow for the moment, the airport defied Mother

Nature as best it could. Snowplows had cleared most of
the runways and harried airport personnel scrambled try-
ing to deal with the resulting re-routings. Beckett de-
cided not to bother waiting out the weather. It was al-
ready almost 2 AM local time; if this storm wenton any -
longer, his connecting flight would land aftet dawn: He
“slipped from the airport and into the calm, frozen night.
" He caught up to the trallmg edge of the blizzard
-after three hours. It was far more savage than he'd ex-
pected. Though inured fo extremes of temperature,

- Beckettstill felt the slashing, frigid winds and stinging =~

sheets of snow. If this was just the back end, how pow-
“erful was it further south? Growling, he forged onward. -
He’d aiready spent hOurs wading’ through dnfts ‘more

'MYID\NNWTIHUOBE




swimming than running. Though his body gave off no
~ perceptible heat to melt the snow that stuck to him,
. overtime the friction of his exertions formed clattering
~clumps of heavy ice that hung from his pelt. He’d al-
~ready run from some phantom menace; he was damned
" if he was going to let a storm keep him away any longer. -
~ After another few hours’ worth of trudging and snarl--
~ing, during which time he covered perhaps fifty miles;
- Beckett admitted Mother Nature’s fury was greater than
- his own. Somewhere in south-central Wlsconsm. he
-~ went to ground to wait out the storm.
" The next sunset he emerged into a new world The
area in which he found himself, an expanse of rolling
hills and scattered copses, was layered in a thick pelt of
- snow. All around him stretched nothing but white.
" Theblizzard had blown itself out, but it still made
: thmgs difficult. The land was blanketed in heavy white
- snow that was up to three feet deep in some places. It
- was so cold the snow didn’t clump; instead, it lay in
- light, dusty piles that whipped around in stinging blasts
- - before the heavy gusts of arctic wind that trailed after
*the storm front. There was no crust to walk on, so like
- the previous night, Beckett was forced to plunge his
- way through the stuff, using brute force instead of fi-
nesse. He found a county road that tended southeast
- and made much better time on its newly plowed sur-
~face. A few hours of travel brought him closer to Chi-
~cago; once he began hitting the outlying communi-
- ties, he left the cleared roads and made his way through
' 'surroundmg fields and yards. No sense calling atten- -
tion to himself, trotting down main thoroughfares. -
By midnight on Thursday, he had retirned to the
o mlll he’d made his lair. Before moving forward with
~his plans, Beckett decided to take the rest of that
“night to make sure he had everything in order. If his
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- suspicions were correct, ‘being sloppy now would end '_
up with him destroyed or worse." ' :

" The next evening, after feedmg ona deer he came
upon ini the field near the mill, Beckett headed for the
Alexian Brothers Medical Center. He circled aroundto
-~ some bushes to the south and spent some time digging
through the powder, then trudged over to the hospital

" and became human again. After some debate on the best -

~means of entry, he scaled the hospital’s wall, his clawed
“hands digging easily into the concrete. He was tiring of -

- this cloak-and-dagger approach; but his previous visit =
 showed respectable security precautions<—the influence

~ of Cainite donations, he felt certain — and he wasn’t
much of one for going through normal channels.

‘Beckett pulled a set of lock picks from his jacket s
and set to-work on the toof access door. The wind
- gusted across the rooftop. It made his delicate work
- even more difficult but also obscured his footprints, so

- heconsidered it an even trade. A few minutes’ worth

~ of work and he had the heavy lock open. He popped

~ the door and slipped inside, closing it fast behind him. -
Beckett suspected there was a security alarm for the

- door but hoped it only went off when the connection

~was broken. Security should think it was a hiccup on

~ their board, but a physical check was not out of line. .

- Just to be on the safe side, he went down to the top

floor, ducked into an empty room and réturned with a

- cloth to wipe up the snow he’d tracked in. He just
slipped back into the room to replace the cloth when
- he heard the elevator chime and a security guards = -

~ heavy footsteps. Peering through the narrow window

~in the doot, Beckett saw it was a different man than =~
the one who’d chased him away the other night. This

" one, an overly muscled black man, strolled with a
- minimum of caution through -to the rooftop access
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- stairway. Beckett was away and down the main stairs
-~ as soon as the guard was out of sight. - :
S It wasn’t easy to find the room in whlch Wllllam
- Decorah had stayed. All the floors looked the same and
he hadn’t bothéred memorizing the number. After a
half-hour’s worth of skulking, he felt sure he’d found it.
The place was long cleaned out, as antiseptic and char-
- acterless as any other room. He stepped over for a look
out the window; yes, the angle of the surrounding ter-
rain seemed correct. There was no physical evidence to
suggest that Decorah had spent even a minute in this
place, but Beckett wasn't interested in the physical. -
-1 Hewithdrew the gloves he'd taken from Decorah’s
- parka and recovered from where he'd left them under
the shrubbery. He shook and slapped them together
to knock off as much melting snow as possible, then
laid them down, next to one another with the palms
- up, on the metal tray at the bedside. Next came the
_silver saucer, though this time he had didn’t have the
- target’s blood to pour in. His own blood should be suf-
ficient, since it was still coursing through the Indian’s
veins — if the mortal had ingested it. If not, the spell
wouldn’t work and Beckett would know he was in se-
- rious trouble. He decided to be optimistic. -
“The ritual was a variation on the one he'd per-
formccl to track one of Augustus’ killets; though now
- performed ot of necessity rather than choice. Beckett
~ had lost Decorih’s trail before he’d found out where -
the man had gone to ground. Heading back to that
- neighborhood in hopes of picking up the scent again
@ would be an exercise in futility; even without the two
- snowstorms to cover any trail that remained, it had
been a week-and-a-half. The trail was grown stale,
- even to his hypersensitive wolf’s nose. This 'ritual
would reawaken Decorah scent fora tlme, it wouidn t



last through the next mght — he lacked sufficient
- materiel to create a potent working <~ but that should
be more than long enough for Beckett to find his
quarry. Unless Decorah hopped a plane to Belize. -

7 Peikert cut his palris and posicioned bis habds i

reflection of the gloves. The gloves began smoldering

while the blood boiled in the saucer, catching fire:and

* burning to ash within seconds. A cloud of bitter smoke
suffused the room, triggering the smoke alarm and star- -

 tling Beckett from his ritual trance: Water sprayed from - .

~a spigot in the ceiling, dampening the smoke. Beckett

- snarled in frustration. Healthy sniffs revealed thespell
- was effective nonetheless, though the water would fur- -~

therreduce the ritual’s duration. The smoke had brought
~ forth enough of Decorah’s scent from the gloves and

 the bed for Beckett to begin the trail. He should be

able to follow the refreshed scent to the Indian.

But fxtst, hehadt to get out! of th:s damnable showér b

..‘

EHs He barely cleared the room before secunty arnved 2
He left wet footprints to the stairs, but he hoped they
- wouldn’t niotice in their concein over checking out the
~fire. Regardless, he moved rapidly, the Indian’s scent'strong
~in his nostrils, vibrant like neon to the eyes. Even though
‘e kriew which way the trail headed, he decided to stick -
- to the scent for now; if he got clever and decided to takea -
* short cut, he might end up missing something important. -

" Hereached a basement level — Restricted: Maintenance
. Personnel Only — and followed along corridorsand up
~ stairs that brought him to a hall off the employee exit.

- Decorah had paused by some lockets along the way, per-
...-hapsttsomeclothestoaddtohlsparkaandboots i

" Séconds later Beckett was outside. The enhanced .

“scent was an irresistible lure that reeled him along as

: -'fast as his legs could move He sh:fted to the wolf 0 =




cover the ground faster. Within ‘an hour he neared the -
‘neighborhood where he’d sensed the presence at its
- strongest, ten nights before. The scent trail led down a
_ curving road in a sparsely populated neighborhood. The :
- land, once a large farm, had been parceled off into a

- couple dozen lots. About half were developed, so the

~ houses were scattered with pleasing randomness and

- enjoyed large yards and clusters of old growth trees. He
found the trail headed for what had once been the main

_ farmstead — now a double-sized plot with a-house; a
barnand a couple small outbuildings. It retained a patch

_of fallow land around it that extended back from the

“road for a few hundred yards into a stretch of trees. A
number of halogen lights on poles scattered the central
 property, shedding brilliant illumination over the build-

. ings and beyond. It was ¢lear the combination of open

~space and lighting was designed to make it 1mp0551ble :
for someone to sneak up unseen.
Beckett held back, staying outside the lights as he'
checked the property further. The farmhouse was like

- many others of that bygone time when this area was
the realm of the family farm. It was a large white wooden

- structure with two stories and an attic large enough to
qualify as a third floor. A covered porch ran the length
of the front; another had been added to the back, this
one screened in — though now, in the dead of winter,

- plastic sheets were stapled across its windows. It was
mid-evening; lights wete on in a few downstairs rooms
and he could see multiple silhouettes moving through -

~ there every so often. Two people for certain; perhaps

. more. A doublewide driveway came up from the county
~ road and created plenty of room for parking between
- the house and the barn on the opposite side. The barn
- was painted a dark green and appeared in good repair,
) though it seemed obvuous it wasno longer used to house



cows or farm’ lmplements ‘A wooden sign hung on
hooks, just visible over the mound of snow plowed from

 the road. With his preternatural vision it was easyto

~ make out the words: Black Hawk Landscaping. v
= Hecircled the property and confirmed that, while
Decorah’s trail had exited along the road a couple
times, the most recent scenit led back to the property.
- His body clock sensed there were still a few hours till -
midnight. He slipped back to the tree line and waited
for the house’s residents to call it a night. The lights
 downstairs flicked off one by one over the next few
‘hours, and Beckett saw a couple upstairs blossom to
life a couple seconds later. The downstairs back room
remained lit even after the upstairs lights went dark;
Beckett decided it was left on'as 2 mght-llght and
~ started creeping forward. .

' Ashe neared, his mght sharp eyes plcked outafig-

" ure in the darkened attic window. Curious, he crept -
~ back and around until he could see thé opposite attic
- window; sure enough, another figure in the darkness.
No one was coming after him right then so Beckétt
reasonéd that he’d kept well enough to the shadows to
avoid being spotted. It wouldn't be easy to get closer in;
those positions should give the guards a commanding
view of forward and rear approaches. Another second’s
thought and Beckett chuckled. Considering the layout, -
' the barn created a large blind spot. Unless....

- Beckett maneuvered around behmd the barn. A

' bay window had been installed in the barn’s upper floor,
-and he caught the variation in shadow behind it that

-showed yet another person on watch. At least three

.guatds for a landscaping company? Right. e
 “He never considered backing off. If Beckett
couldn t slip past a handful of mortal guards, he rmght o
as well find a clear spot and walt for sunrise. .0




- Approaching from behind the barn was his best
- bet. It appeared Black Hawk Landscaping lacked elec-
tronic surveillance, so he shouldn’t have to worry about
tripwires and security cameras. His wolf form was too
large to hide from view in the open approach, and his
black pelt made him stand out in the shadow-less ex-
~ panse. Same problem with his human shape.

 He prepared to become a bat when the back door
of the house opened. Beckett froze. Peering over the
~frozen crust of snow, he saw two men in heavy winter
~ coats and carrying firearms trudge across the driveway
. and enter the barn. There were a few windows along
- the barn’s ground level, but all were dark. Beckett con- -
tinued waiting. A few minutes later, two figures
emerged from the barn and headed into the house.
Beckett could tell by their posture and gaits these were
different men than those who'd passed by before.

‘A shift change; had to be. But what were they guard-
ing? William Decorah? Had Beckett not followed the
trail of a free man, but of a prisoner? Was this a Brujah
safe house? It didn’t seem the kind of place they would

- use. Sodid they keep watch on the “Pale Wolf’ Decorah
had mentioned? Given the power he felt from the en-
tity, that didn’t make any sense. The need for answers
grew even stronger, but he forced himself to wait for

: another hour before slipping toward the bam :
e el g

o After a few seconds of weighing prOs and cons,
Beckett decided a bat wasn’t an appropriate approach
“either. Instead, he focused his will and let go of shape
and form, weight and substance. His body dissipated, -
becoming a small cloud of mist that rolled along the
- ground. It was difficult to move in this formless condi-
~tion, especially as the cold tried to crystallize him. He
pushed on as best he could, gliding up to the back of -
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thie brsin s Bigiing the wall 56 he caime srognd the

- front. He slipped through a small gap between the bam i

_door and the weather stripping that ran around it.

s It took a minute to strain himself through to dledark )
; '_ened interior. It was warmer inside, and Beckett found he
~could move more easily. He had nio'sense of sight orsmellin

~ thisform; instead, he enjoyed akind of radar, the mist’s un-
dulations sendmg out subtle waves that rebounded to cre-

ate a representation of his surtoundings. It did the job, but - -

- he much preferred a more complete sensory picture. He also
- realized that he could no longer register Decorah’s trail. Since

 he'd been mist before coming around the side of the barn,
" he had no idea if the Indian was even in here. Someoneor -

- something was under guard, though. He would discover what

- secrets the bamkeptbeforemowng ontothehowse. -~ :
: To the hear side was a roomn, an office for the Black

HakaarﬁscapmgCompm Beckettsuspected. The large o

 Window setin its wall might aswell have beenbrick forall

 the good his unique perception did him in this form. He
could arleast tell from the stillness of the glass that there

~ was no one in the room, since a person moving around
- would send telltale vibrations through the pane. Hecould

- slip under the door without difficulty, buthe decided to =
* check the rest of the barn first. Wafting further inside;he

- perceived a pair of trucks and a van parked in the central
* aisle. A snow blower, shovels and other winter yard equip-

" -_.mentwerepiled in the back of the nearmost truck- Along g8
-~ the side opposite the office were old animal pens, con-
~ verted to act as storage bays for a vanetyofequlpmmt S

: _-More landscaping gear, Beckett supposed. -~ .

: A flat platform took up the back center, an open :
b elevator that went up to the loft. To one side a set of
- stairshad replaced the traditional ladder. Beckett churned
~ up the steps far enough to sense one of the guardsby the
& back wmdow He pushed hlmself back downstalm and ot




debated. Was the other watching the front? So far he’d
found nothing worth protecting; was it upstairs? He had
~tofind a'way to get up there without being noticed.
It was difficult to defy gravity, even in this almost
- weightless form, but with an effort of will Beckett clung
to the walls and searched the lower floor’ ceiling boards
. for an out-of-the-way gap to strain himself through. He
- found a promising spot most of the way toward the front
- and siphoned his way up. Beckett sensed he was in an
~ open area with desks and sophisticated computer sys-
- tems. No one here, and a partition wall halfway back
where the stairs came up that kept him from the rear
guard’s view. He drifted around to get a better sense of
- where he was. State-of-the-art landscape office, or was -
_ this equipment used for other purposes? Either way,
: 'didn’t seem like anything worth armed watchmen.
- Beckett edged over and determined the other half
. was nothing more than storage and a spot for the guards
_post. The man was alert, but focused on watching out-
- side. Night-vision goggles and a walkie-talkie by hisside, -
what seemed to be a hunting rifle with a large scope’
- attached resting on his lap. Curious; Beckett’ instincts
b Sald the man was more a hunter than a trained guard.
A minor puzzle compared to what he and the oth-
~érs were protecting. Speaking of which, where was the
- other guard? Beckett had checked thc whole barn All'
- that could be seen, thatis. = = -
i Shppmgback down, Beckett searched for a hldden
~ passage. He started in the office, then worked his way
- across the front of the barn toward the back, floating
~ across every plank and poking his smoky shape through
the slightest crevice. In the second storage stallhe found
~_the trap door. It was concealed quite well, fitted snugly
-into the existing planks and with some plece of Wheeled' '
~ lawn care equipment parked on top of it.”
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As he forced l'nmself through the crack along its

: edge, Beckett perceived the door washeavily reinforced %

and had two separate deadbolt locks on the underside.

He wouldn’t be surprised if the door — perhaps even - -

- the entire barn floor — had a layer of metal under the

- weathered wood. The equipment sitting on top of the
- door puzzled him until a closer look showed the panel

~was hinged to open as a ramp that would let the wheeled

' deviceroll off it and out of the way. Exiting guards must

o roll the equipment back over the door as they left. -

- A series of steep, shallow brick steps led down in

s the general direction of the house. Beckett was sur- .
- prised to find they went down almost one hundred

feet before ending in a wide corridor lined in old mud

-~ brick. Beckett rolled slowly down and saw that the =~

- passage widened to end inasteel door that compared

- favorably to a bank vault. There —seated inachair -
right in front of the door, rising to his feét inalarm

at the sight of the mist roiling down the stairs, grab-
- bing for a two-way radio encased in high-impact plas- -
~tic, swinging around a v1c10us—lookmg pump-actlon
e shotgun - was a guard. --
- Even as the man raised the waik:e»talkle to hls llps :
: and tried to draw a one-handed bead with the gun,
- Beckett was roaring forward, gaining substance, becom-
- ing human, lashing out with both hands. His left caught
the guard’s right wrist and yanked back, the arm snap-

" ping like a bundle of spaghetti. The man’s scream was

“buried under the shotgun’s roar, a flash of white heat

*blasting harmlessly intothe wall while the wespofi

"~ leaped frofi thie-guard’s friined Heind Becketts Other

~ hand was a blur snatching away the radio so roughly he - o
~ took one of the guard’s fingers with it. He crushed the
~ walkie-talkie into useless scrap, while he took astepto

. - the left and kicked the shotgun toward the stairs. i
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~: 'He needn’t have bothered; the guard was in no

shape to use it. The man was slumped in the cornerby
 the knocked over chair, his maimed left hand jammed
_ into his right armpit to staunch the flow of blood, his
broken right held before him and shaking in time tohis .
. rapid breaths. Beckett hadn’t planned on being so bru-
tal, but he’d been as surprised as the guard. Instinct al- -

ways took over. And from the stench of the shotgun

- round — Dragon’s Breath white phosphorous; if his nose

- cnuld be trusted — the guard was serious about his duty:

~The fresh blood made Beckett light-headed, but

: 'he forced himself to concentrate on the matter at hand.

. He was confident the guard hadn’t had time to trigger

_the'squawk on the radio, but the shotgun blast could

-~ be aproblem. They were a long way undergroundand =

- the mud bricks had sucked up the sound of the gun-
shot, but it was possible the upstairs guard heard some-

35 thing. Beckett regretted destroying the wa]kle—talkle,

§ nothmg to be done about it now.

" Hesnatched the shotguri in case the guard recovered ;
s enough to think about mayhem, then dashed back tip the -

~_stairs to the trap door. He pressed 2 faintly pointed ear

- against the trap door and heard nothing. No vibrations,

~ either. He waited a while, ten minutes or so, before con-
- cluding the distance and thick barrier had eaten the sound.

A "--Retu'rﬁing' down the st’éi'rs",f-B'ecket't’s_’gttentidn ;
focused on the metal doot. He should have consid- -

~ eéred that soméone'fnight be behind it. If so, they

~couldn’t communicate with the people above, or

Beckett would be clawing his way through flesh and e

- bone. ‘As he walked up, the guard — Native Améri-
can, he saw — looked up at Beckett through bleary,
pain- filled eyes before finally falling unconscious. -

"He decided not to ‘wake the man for interroga-

tion; best to keep moving Whlle he had the elementof




~surprise. He looked over the door, gave it a healthy
. tug. Locked. Multiple locks, just like the trap door. -
- Stronger. Rather than waste time trying to pick them, -
. he went through the guard’s pockets. Beckett found a
“heavy ring with a good dozen keys attached. He dis-

~ counted half that just didn’t look the right type to .

~lock a heavy steel door, and cycled through the rest

“on the two locks. Soon enough he had the bolts shot
- back and was pulling the slab of metal toward him.
... Beckett moved behind the door as he opened it,

;ust in case. Nothing. A quick peek confirmed thecor-

ridor was empty. It extended another ten feet, then

turned left. Beckett hefted the shotgun and consid-

ered a second before snapping off the trigger. Guns
~ weren’t his thing. He'd left Nola Spier the large auto-
- matic he'd swiped from the ghoul to do with as she

- would. Beckett would trust in his claws, his speedand

- his strength. Dropping the weapon, Beckett followed

the hall; it took a right another ten feet after the first

turn, then another left. This ended in a door the twin

to the one he’d just opened Fumbling through the _

~ keys revealed the locks were d1fferent but the proper :
i keys were nonetheless on the ring.

He placed his hand on the door handle and the e

i sense of dread he'd felt the first time he’d come out this

way flared. Beckett hesitated, but realized that while

he could still feel the loormng presence, it was now as if

. through a fog. He wasn’t sure if that was because “Pale
-Wolf’ > ot whatever lurked behind this door was focus- -

~ ing its attention elsewhere or if the bracelet obscured
~ his own preternatural perceptions just as it shielded him -

from others’. It crossed his mind that Nola Spier might
‘have created a useless trinket and he was about towalk =~

right into the mouth of destruét:on He remamed still <
s uncharacrenstlcallv mdecns‘ ivel:i :




Thls was ridiculous. He’d gone into places of whlch :

: '_ even ancients were fearful. He’d faced horrots beyond
- imagining and survived to tell the tale. He'd exposed i

- some of the darkest secrets of his kind. He wasn’t go-

- ing to quit now, just because he got a shiver down his

: spme about what was behind a single door. 5
_ Drawing open the heavy steel portal Beckett
i stepped 1n51de Rl fiter - :
A smgle llght hung, unadorned from the cellmg, :
oL flllmgthe room with weak illumination: It wasn'ta large

- chamber, perhaps twenty feet around, with no furni-

- ture beyond the low table in the center. The walls were

- constructed with the same materials as the hallway, mud
- bricks of such uniformn size that they appeared mass-
produced. Hide tapestries and beaded hangings, arrayed
- with pictograms and carvings, adorned the walls. They -
'3 provided a visual history of a great warrior and teacher,
an’ lvory figure surrounded by a shmlng aura.

A history of the figure who laid on the hand .
crafted wooden table. A history of Pale Wolf. -

- The body was so white it almost glowed. Lustrousblack
halr woven into two thick braids, framed ‘an angular face

i equal parts benign and feral. Assimple loincloth comprised

the extent of its attire. The entire figure was lean, almost
- emaciated, wasting muscles implying frailty. It was mere
- illusion, though; Beckett knew the creature before him
~ could tear through the thick steel door he’d just opened as
if it were a sheet of tissue paper. Beckett felt safe from such
a display; the body radiated a sense of permarience such
. that it was difficult to even imagine it rising. He could g
£ sooner picture a mountain goingforasgoll. -~
. Beckett knew that, on a certain level, the figure
'before hlrn was not asleep. had never slept. Here was



the source of that pervasive yet subtle awareness that
- blankered the city. Its power was such that it could
“sense, even' manipulate, ‘its' surroundings even from i
' the depths of a centuries-long slumber. :

' Then Beckett sensed that the creature’s  immense
= physmal gravity and stillness was undergoing a subtle
- change, a slow rise to join with its already active aware-
~ ness. Its outward visage was 4 calm expanse of ocean

~with a great leviathan churning beneath it toward the
“surface. The beast was still fathoms under the waves,
'but it drew e'ver'nearer,’i'nevitability incarnate.

* Looking upon Pale Wolf, he thought how foolish . .
- it was to have considered some bauble of silver and = -

stone could hope to protect him from the scrutiny of -
“ something so ancient. Yet standing at the very locus
- of its awareness, Beckett could tell he remained un-
- noticed. Nola Spier’s amulet kept Beckett free of the

- creature’s influence, protecting him enough toslipto
“the thing’s very side. His diffused aura was worthy of

“no more notice than a field mouse. He felt it wasa

-~ fragile safety, though. The mouse was safe only so long

- as the wolf focused its attention on the deer on the -

" plain. The mouse would be a snack should it be fool-

_ ish enough to run under the pale wolf’s nose. .. :

' Wlﬂlalastlookazmrd,Beckettbackedmtofthemn.
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2 Now that he'd corifirmied his suspluons about Pale s
Wolf — though he remained unsure of what part the .

- ancient vampire played in the city’s supernatural machi-

' natlons ‘Beckett sllpped away to plan his next step.
" He paused by the unconscious guard on his way

X out, hps pursed in 1rntated contemplation. It puzzled S
him that such a powerful creature would have rela-

thElY SImpie protectlon W1th futther thought, he
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decided it wasn’t so s’imple.‘T.he_gr'ounas were open
~and well lit with ghards watching from elevated posi-

tions; the trapdoor was well hidden and hard to pen- .

- etrate by most mundane or supernatural means; even
- this guard would be hard to get past if he had a few ¢
seconds to prepare. '

' Pale Wolf’s retainers amde, the creature’s massive
'presence was perhaps the best protection of all. Any
who entered its far-reaching influence would have to
- shake off its subtly potent control before even consid-
ering an approach. And only someone foolish — or
“curious — enough would even attempt such a thmg
Someone like Beckett. :

It was only due to clever mvestlgatmg and super
natural prowess that Beckett puzzled out Pale Wolf's hid-
- ing place. Only thanks to his unique combination of

- powers and ability that Beckett slipped so close unseen.
- Standing around thinking about a Methuselah’ se-
-curity was tempting fate. Beckett shook himself to ac-
tion and moved to the trapdoor. The fatigue hit him as
“he turned to mist. He would need to feed once he cleared
 this place. Matching deed to word, Beckett was soon -
clear of the ancient’s lair and a wolf on the hunt. The
search for sustenance was handled with distraction, his
mind filled with the implications of all that he’d learned
thus far. Mortal monster hunters, ‘suspicious vampire
clans, a mysterious walking dead, and now an ancient
vampire. Though Beckett didn'’t yet see how they all
- connected, he knew it was a matter of time. He was
- lmmortal he had all the time in the WOrld :
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Carpenter was not in good shape. In fact, hls whole

sorry existence was on the verge of going tits up. It

~was thanks to the straight razor he carried that he was
still in the land of the living at all. He’d brought the
~artifact with him from the shadowlands; the mere fact
 that it could cross the boundaty between the physical
“and the spiritual realms attested to its power. Catpen-
* ter was a big fan of power, but he was careful not to
“rely overmuch on anyone or anything other than him- -
self. He knew the razor was capable of far more than

what he used it for. He'd long sensed a hunger in it
that threatened to overwhelm him if he wasn’t care-

- ful,soit remained little more than his backup weapon.
- Considering what he’d been through in the past few
~ hours, he knew he was right to resist its allure Unfor— g
tunateiy, ‘he hadn’t had much choices: o0 o
“Thanks to his spiritual link to’ the Sforza famﬂy,
_Carpenter was yanked back to the uriderworld when
Nicholas Sforza hemorrhaged. The punk’s grand-
mother, Annabelle, had betrayed Carpentet, had

caused his death. Carpenter repaid her by returning

- from the grave and killing off her family line. She was

to be the last, but she died before he could get to her.

~Instead, Nicholas Sforza had become the final one,

- and had proved far more difficult to kill than Carpen-

~ ter expected. So Carpenter had kidnapped Sforzaand =~
’ -.dtagged him off to f1gure out ]ust what made the llttle




~shit tick. The ta'ntali'zin'g. cl'uee' Nicholaésspiﬂed about
himself had instilled in Carpenter a fecling he hadn’t
experienced in recent memory: hope. He had watched

~ Nicholas Sforza blow his own brains out, after all —

had been the one to force that impulse to begin with.
He’d seen the guy get up from a lethal wound and
walk away. And now he learned that Sforza did so

because he was somehow immortal, a... mummy. The

-word was laughable to Carpenter, but whatever you

- called it, he had seen the evidence of Ntcholas Sforza s
immortality with his own eyes. i

~And if that son of a bitch could become immor-

: tal Carpenter was damn well going to find out how
- he could get in on that action, too. ;

- He was determined to solve the mystery of Nlcho- -

% 'las Sforza’s strange existence before the end came —

but the bastard up and died on him first, just like his
- grandmother had. As Sforza’s life force was drawn past
the shroud of the living world, Carpenter’s went with

- it. But Carpenter wasn’t ready, he didn’t want to re-

" turn to the shadowlands — not yet, not ever if he could
help it. The underwotld was hell, a chaos of rampant’
emotion and nightmatre, a churninig maelstrom of hor-
- rors. Although he was now nothing more than a sham-
bling corpse, it was a far better existence than bemg 4
disembodied ghost was. .

The razor kept him' around. The beat up old

 straight razor didn’t seem to want him to cross back

over either. It acted like an anchor his spirit clung to
“as the roaring ghost storm swept over him, its psychic
- waves smashing at him, its spiritual undertow sucking
~at him with a greedy hunger. He felt Sforza’s soul
_dwindle to nothing, drawn down and away to oblivion.
~There lay Carpenter’s fate as well, if he lost his hold.
i Carpenter felt the Weapons dark energy then, an ev1l



that called to him. Having opened himself to it in this
- weakened state, he couldn’t hope to resist its full power.
" But the alternative was oblw1on, and for Carpenter :

~ that was no choice at all. - =
At some point during the helhsh etermty Carpen-' e

= ter clung to the razor, he spared an instant to wonder:
How could it be that Sforza was immortal as he
- claimed? He'd just died. Unless it was all some trick.

Carpenter couldn’t imagine just what the punk had -

'~ hoped to accomplish if that was the case, but the joke

~was on him. Sforza’s soul was lost to oblivion, while
- Carpenter might cheat death a wln[e longer L 1f he

. ..could just hold on.- i
~Itfelt like he stmggled for m:llenma but the grasp' o

: -'.of the ghost storm eventually weakened and fellaway.
- He returned to the body he’d taken for his own, but

‘the fit was a poor one. It felt like a strong breeze might =
shake his soul free. He had to get up, had to get the

one thitig remaining in the world that could keep him

& truly anchored. Easier said than done. It was an effort
_evento think, let alone move. He got no further than
- focusing through his dead eyes when he got yet an-

- other shock. Nicholas Sforzastood above h1m’ Bat- .

i terecl and bloody but moving. -

: ‘Soit was true — he was mnmortai‘ Not unklllable, i
_apparently, but immortal. Carpenter appreciated the
trick. If not for the straight razor, Sforza’s momeéntary

- death would have been sufficient to send Carpenter
tumbling to the void. There was no way Carpenter

- ‘was going to let the bastard get away with it, that was
 certain. He'd wrap the punk back up in those ornate -
- metal bands of his, and by God this timie, he’d learn
the secret. Summoning the strength to move proved

~ more difficult than Carpenter expected, like moving

Ll through molasses. He’d gathered enough’energy to
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~ blink when he found himself looking down the barrel
_ of his own automatic. The weapon roared and bullets
~ tore through the corpse he wore. The damage threat-
- ened to rip him from his fragile perch; again, Carpen-
- ter had to draw upon the coded darkness of the stralght '
“razorto hold on.:
: * The body was a shatteted wreck now, its most vi-
' tal parts — head and heart — shredded by chunks of
metal. Carpenter drew upon the razor’s strength ina
desperate attempt to'make the corpse a suitable vessel .
for his spirit to inhabit again. It was hard to channel -
the energy; mending seemed alien to the force inhab-
iting the weapon. It appeared to know only death and
destruction. Carpenter focused the samie powerful will
- that sustained him through hell for over sixty years :
- and forced the dark energy to do his bidding. -
-1t took a while, but it worked. He lurched to his
©feet as soon as he felt the body could move. It wasa
creaking mess, but at least it was functional. He ‘could
sense Sforza nearby, his soul a beacon Carpenter could
find from halfway around the world. He made no at-
tempt to follow the bastard, though. Carpenter was in
‘no shape to take the punk on. He had to get away, recu-
perate, figure out the best plan of attack. He was at the
door to the impromptu cell when a tremendous con-
‘cussion shook the entire house. He was thrown from
- his feet, feeling the air rush forward past him. Rolling
~to his side, Carpenter saw a gout of flame shoot down
- the basement stairs not twenty feet away. Fire ran along
- the floor, toward him along a path of gasoline — gas -
~that also coveréd him! Carpenter slammed the door
- closed and threw the bed over the floor in front of it.
-~ The makeshift barrier wouldn’t slow the fire for long,
~but he could use every second.' A quick lock around =
didn’t show much that could help. Unless— -~
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; A desperate plan took form. Carpenter flicked
open the straight razor and dashed to the wall tothe -
~right of the door. It was drywall, like the other inte-

_rior basement walls. The razor cut through it like the
proverbial knife through butter. He made a quick X ;

- and smashed through the wall to the laundry room

_ beyond. The effort exhausted him, giving a good in-
“dication of just how weak he-was. At his full undead
strength, Carpenter could have bashed through a wall
like that without aid of any kind — hell,.without

~even slowmg down. He didn’t bother whining about :

_ it, noticing the bright flickering on the far wall that

*indicated the fire had gotten past the doorand single -~

_mattress. He scrambled up and away from the hole,

- then looked to see the inferno the room had become.

- His corpse couldn’t hear very well, but he could imag-

- ine the popping and crackling, the hungry roar of
the flames... With an effort, Carpenter pulled his
gaze away,. disnirbed by how easﬂw,r he d been mes-

- merized by the fire.- e

“At least as a corpse he dldn t need to breathe '
Not having to worry about smoke inhalation, he took

~ aminute to figure his next step before he went charg-

- ing through another wall. First, he had to get out of =
these gas-soaked clothes. He tore his suitawayina
‘panic and shuffled down the long’ laundry__room tow.

- ward the industrial sink. Although his mind screamed
at him to get out, he took the time to splash water
_over his naked body. He knew he must look horrific
— fresh bullet wounds in his face and chest and a=

- myriad of old scars including a gut shot that still re-

* fused to heal and one mangled hand — but he was

- able to suppress his phobia about neatness for the
‘moment. As long as he didn’t stumble across a mir-

~ ror, he should be okay Even w1th the dulled senses




“of a cotpse, he could feel the heat of the burning
~house all around him. Looking over his shoulder he
-+ saw the back of the closed laundry room door was
- blistering from the heat in the stairwell. The fire had
- already rushed in through the hole he’d made at the
~ far end of the room. It was chewing along the mte-
rior wall and ceiling as if crawling for him. =~ -

~ Time to go. He looked up at the narrow base-
- ment window above the industrial sirik, but the damn
- thing'was too small. A layer of snow obscured part of
“the glass. Seeing how the snow angled, Carpenter
- had another inspiration. He ran away from the fire
surging toward him, over to the far wall. It wasarear
- exterior wall made of fitted stones with another nar-
_row basement window at the top, this one showing
- no snow in front of it. He flicked the razor acrossthe
wall in another X, the blade slicing as easily into the
 storie as'it had the drywall minutes before. Just in
case, Carpenter cut a + in the same spot; he had no
~doubts about the razor, but his body was a mess al- -
~ready and he didn’t trust it to be able to handle more
than one run at the stone. : :

The flames were almost upon him He backed up
s close as he dared toward them to get a running staft.
- Crossing his arms in front of hls face, Carpenter ran
: _full tilt at the rock wall. - : L
~He burst out the back of the house in a shower -
of stone, mortar and snow. His momentum carried
~* him a couple feet beyond the opening, then gravity
took over. He slid halfway down the slope toward
the lake before he could halt himself. Struggling into
~ acrouch, Carpenter turned around and looked back
~ up toward the house. The place was an inferno. The
- back was blown open, the guts a 'mess of charring
beams Bummg debns scattered the hlllslde around



him ‘and a rain of ash and soot wafted down over
-everything. The flames were blinding, but he could

just make out the hole he’d made in the hOUSe S foun- Lk

dation below the sunroom.

“Nicholas Sforza had torc’ned l’llS grandrnothers' -
: home in as thorough a piece of arson as Carpenter had

ever seen. Carpenter felt a strange sensation course

: t.’nrough h1m, w1th some surprise, he reallzed it was pnde

e eee

Carpenter sensed that Sforza was rnovmg away W

the south, and could think of nothing better to do
thanwander in that direction. He walked — staggered -
‘was more like it — in a daze along the road winding
through the neighborhood, the winter ‘air no more

frigid than the chill he'd felt in his bones ever since o

“he’d risen from the grave. All his physical senses were
-atrophied, ‘not just the sense of touch. He relied on

his spiritual awareness to note his surroundings. Right =

then, putting one foot in front of the other required
_ the majority of that attention. As a result, Carpenter
~didn’t catch the car roaring up to him, didn’t register

as it slid to a stop on the snow:slick road, didn’t no-
tice the door open and the man rush toward him. The

gasp of the man’s shock at seeing the ruined horror of

Carpenter’s face and chest didn’t make a dent on his

“awareness. His head creaked around wn:h famt tunos» %
“ity. His'arm moved far faster. - : ;

‘Carpenter saw his hand s swmg of its own VOlltlon'

as the man approached, the razor blade flickingopen
- and slicing off his head. A faint tremot coursed up °

Catpenter’sarm == from the fazor, he realized. His spirit
self saw a dark cloud roll from the blade and surround
the fresh corpsé at his fect. A scream that made no

~sound tore through Carpenter’s mind, a cry of anguish

 as the razor consumed the soul of the man he had ]ust :
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 killed. No, that the blade had killed. Carpenter had
~ lost any control of his arm for the bnef second it took
- toswipe the deadly arc.
- The weapon had never acted on jts own before :
- Even more disturbingly, it had never drunk asoul be-
fore. It pulsed with fresh energy now, power it urged
- Carpenter to use. It was as if a glamour had fallen from -
the straight razor, revealing its true appearance for the
first time. The straight razor was the physical manifes-
tation of oblivion — the ultimate nothingness capable
“of tearing asunder his soul. He never would have sto-
len the damn thing if he had any idea what it was
capable of. He had no illusions about what he was,
but the thing he held triggered a fear that struck him
- to the core. Swing the blade the wrong way and it was
~all over for him. Unfortunately, he had little choice
but to use every tool at his disposal for the time being.

- With cautious fingers, he flicked the blade back
into the handle before looking over the dead man ly-
ing in the snow. He was older, heavyset, but close
enough to Carpenter’s size that the clothes should fit.
Carpenter gritted his teeth against the idea of don-
- ning flannel shirt and dungarees, but his options were

- limited. He kept in mind the dozen tailored suits
~ stashed in a place in Chicago. His first stop once he
got out of here and got the hammer back. Registering
_in passing that the razor seemed to have cauterized
~ the wound when it struck, Carpenter dragged the body
over to the car, which turned out to be a mammoth
Dodge pickup. It had a second row of seats, but Car-
penter didn’t think it would be a good idea to have a
rotting corpse stuffed in the back of the cab. He
‘snapped open the snow-covered tarp over the truck
* bed and levered the body in. The head follow:ed :
% -thunkmg on the plasnc‘hned bed



o "-Then'Ca'rp'ént'ef:heai'd'zlthe approaéﬁing sirens of
fire and rescue: The thick black plume of smoke from
the burning summer home had alerted someone in the -

nearby town of Lake Geneva. He hurried to finish 5

snapping the tarp in place, scrambled into the cab and

threw the truck in gear. His hearing was poor enough :

that it wasn’t easy to tell which direction the sirens
were coming from. He took a guess and roared off in
the opposite direction. His instincts proved correct;
he didn’t encounter anyone until he hit the main
county road. He was almost to the 1-94 when a pair of -
sheriff’s cruisers roared by, sirens blaring. Carpenter
signaled right and ‘headed up the onramp that would
take hlm to Chlcago ¥ pAa e

Once the excitement of his escape from the '

_blazing house ‘had worn ‘off, Carpenter again felt

the inexorable pull of oblivion. The straight razor
~promised safety in its embrace, but he had no in-
terest in succumbing to its temptation any further.
Already its short-term benefits had proven suspect;
‘he found his soul craving ever more of its dark en-
‘ergy, like an addict hungering for a fix. He would
be damned if he succumbed to the thing. With a
“grim smile, Carpenter 1magmed that would be lit-
erally true. ;
Still, even wlthout denymg the razor’s lure
shouldn’t Carpenter’s spirit be anchored again? After
- all, Sforza was alive again. Mulling it over as the miles -
flashed by, he concluded that it couldn’t be that simple.
‘The spiritual link remained; that wasn’t the problem. -
~ Almost being torn from' the physical world wasn’t
something he could just walk away from. Add into ~
“that the massive trauma his body had suffered and it

_wasn't surprising he was having difficulty holdlng VT
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A zombie was only as strong as the corpse he was in,
. and Carpenter’s was in pretty sorry shape right now.
He focused his thoughts on the one thing with

- the c¢hance 'to restore him to the full strength and

“power he’d enjoyed before — the hammer that was
. his namesake. It was the symbol of what he’d become, -
- and next to Annabelle Sforza was the strongest link -

~ to his life. Carpenter didn’t want to chance carrying

17 iliéehiing Arcnd with it iough Althioughicssrved

~asan even better anchor than the damn razor did, if

~_an enemy got his hands on it he could use it to con-
© trol Carpenter — or even destroy it, destroying Car-

- penter in the process. He'd put the hammer in the
safest place he could think of, where his spirit would
- be drawn if he lost his hold on his body but somehow '-

. _ escaped the pull of oblivion..

The grave of the only womaﬁ he ever lovéd

i Annabeile Sforza




© . When Beckett arose the next night, he found a
young woman — girl, really — waiting outside the mill.
~She was bundled against the cold in multiple layers of
old sweaters and patched jackets. Ragged, stained mit-
~tens covered her shaking hands. Her hair was clumped,
oily evidence of life on the street. Her face was bright
red from prolonged exposure to the elements, her pale
blue eyes glazed with hopelessness. The bitter stench of
old sweat and unwashed flesh surrounded her. In older
~ times, he would have called her a street urchin. In any
age, he would have labeled her pathetic.: ' :
- After confirming that she was alone, he emerged
The gitl was not surprised to see him. Instead she gave
~him a dull nod and sald W1th0ut preamble “You re
- &posed to followme.”
~+ “Khalid sent you?” She nodded Conmdenng her
- appearance, it hadn’t been much of a guess. The girl

gave him another dull look, then trudged through the i

o clumps of fresh snow toward a culvert. -

 She wassmall enough that she could move thlmrgh

the pipe hunching over slightly. Beckett was forced to
go on his hands and knees. He debated transforming,

then deciding hot to. He wasn’t sure how familiar this

 girl was with the ways of his kind. Regardless, it was

- best to conserve his energy tillhe had abetterideawhat
- bhe was in for. He shoved his gloves in a pocket, slipped

s hls sunglasses in another, and followed hiS gulde




They hooked up soon enough thh olcl raral seWet'_ e
. '.lmes and then through even older conduits, making
~their way east then south. Beckett suspected a num- -
- ber of the tunnels they crawled through were noton
~ any surveyor’s maps. Some appeared to have been dug -~
~out by hand — or claw, in the case of some of the -
'more deformed Nosferatu. :
 Afterafew hours, during whlch time the closest they
came to conversation were her occasional grunts of ef- -
fort slogging through some noisome half-frozen sludge,
- the girl stopped under a ladder that led up to a manhole. -
- She leaned against the stained corridor, one hand grasp-
- ing the lowermost rung and the other gesturing upward.
" “Pm supposed to climb up there?” She nodded,
e theh shot him a peevish look when he made nomove
toward the ladder. He didn’t think it was a trap, but
he wasn’t going to scamper up there blind. He'd al-
“ready been foolish enough, following some nameless
- piece of human refuse. No sense bemg a complete 1d10t
s "‘You first, my dear.” - ik
“The girl frowned and muttered sornethmg, but i
: heaved herself up the rungs. She was far too weak to
~ push open the manhole cover, and called out in irrita-
- tion after thumping on it a few times. A few seconds
- later, fingers blocked the weak light trickling through -
the holes in the cover and lifted the metal away. One-
handed, it looked like. Nosferatu were strong bastards.
A silhouette poked over the hole after the girl -
- climbed out. A tasping voice called down, “Fer Chrissake,
~ Beckett! What kind of gentleman are you,. forcmg an
~ innocent 1i1 girl into who knows what danger?” —~ ©
 Beckettfollowed the gitl, the speaker moving asu:le .
i 'émtl e’xt’eh’dmg'a helping hand when he reached the
“top. The creature holdmg Beeketts hand was a mass.
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of snarled hatr and warts. Beckett couldn’ tgetavery
good look at the vampire’s face, nor did he want to.

~ He took his hand back and lookec__l around the room _' .

: 'once he'd stepped off the ladder.

Itwasa: rough rectangle, crumbled brick and stone
~truncating one corner. Beckett suspected that’s where
the original entrance to the cellar was. An old broken

still and some warped kegs were shoved out of the way
- in front of the debris, clearing a fiftcen footareainthe
- rest of the chamber. Eight crates served as makeshift

i chair's, ‘arranged around the manhole situated in the
- room’s center. The fur-covered warty mass shuffled over
~ toone of the crates; Khalid al-Rashid occupied another.

‘Beckett nodded to the primogen and took acrate :
i that made him the third point in an undead equilat-

eral triangle. A faint rumble shook the place; per-
~ haps a semi passing neatby or maybe the elevated -

train. “Thanks for the warning the other night at the

. museum. I wouldn’t have expectecl Crmas to be £O LAY

~militant otherwise.” .
~+“I was not sure you woulcl take my words in the
spmt they were given. Your pereeptweness 1s asacute

"as I was led to believe.”
‘Beckett waved away the eomplunenr, “I was wonder- -
: mgwhen you would get in touch, though T must admit I'm
a little surprised at the manner of the invitation.”
“] had wished to speak with You “for sorne tlme,
but you have proven quite elusive.” - < :
- Beckett saw no reason to tell the przmogen that :
' he’d been halfway across the country for the past week.

“Let him think he possessed some special manner of

concealmg himself from the ever-watchful Nosferatu.
Khalid glanced at the girl before continuing. She
shot Beckett a last look of dlStI‘LISt before scampermg i




- back down the hole. “We considered leaving a note,” -
Khalid said, “but notes are unreliable. They may be
‘misplaced, or written by someone other than who signs
them.” He shrugged with one hand as'if to admit the
inherent peril one faced when even considering the
written word. “I would have had Bean meet you, but -
~ you might well have been gone by the time he arose. -
And, once on the move, you are a hard one to find.”

All of which was Khalid’s way of saying he knew a lot
about Beckett — the puzzle of his recent disappear-
ance aside — and could make his contmued existence
~yery difficult if he so chose. - s .
© “You come to this city dunng tumultuous tlrnes.
Khalid said in unknowing echo of Inyanga's words to
'him almost two weeks before. “I do not believe Vour
arrival is coincidental to other events now transpiring.”
- “We're not going to have another go-round about
‘Gangrel working with mortals, are we?” Beckett asked.’
j Khalid shook his head a fraction of an inch. “I am
confident that is not the case, though I have not dis-
counted the possibility. If there is such a union, it may
be a small group rather than the clan as a whole.:
“But no, I do not refer to that. Instead, T speak of
a struggle that has endured for cenmnes a CO‘nﬂlCt
that threatens to erupt once again.” j y
“Meaning what, exactly?” Beckett was used to
- Nosferatu being cryptic, but that didn’t make it fun to
 listen to all the time. ;
* “This, I am willing to share wn:h you. But fist 1 ;
- must know why you are here why you have come to
Chicago now, of all times.”
“You already said you don'e thmk it's c.omc1dence
that I'm here. That would 1mply you already have a
S good ldea what I'm domg G



“I know a great deal about who you are and what

_ you purport to do, Beckett. But the choices you have b

. made of late may havebeen the result of motives even

Vou are not aware of.” i - 2l
“Right.” Beckett saw he was gomg t get nowhere 5

_ .unless he went first. “You know me, you know what

- my main interest is. ] came here to speak with Inyanga

- in hopes that she mlght glve me further msnght into
- the origins of ourkind.>. ..~ -
Khalid’s grotesque feaulres were impassive at the men-
"tlonoftheGangIelpnmogen ‘Haveywyetmetmthher’"
- “You tell me.” : S

~+ “Despite our reoutation, the Nosferatu do not
: knoweverythmg,” Khalid replied with a hint of asmile.

~ “Right. Yes, we met, and she agreed to share what
she knew. In return, she wanted me to check into these i
mortals who hurit us
Sl “Ah? e
Ltyen

: “Was there am;thmg you found cunous about '
~her request?” :
. “Not really Asl Sald to her, I'm surprlsed that tmore
'of us aren’t looking into it more intently... Hmm. She
kept mentioning a ‘ghost storm,’ that it stirred up some-
- thing to do with the kine who’ve since started hunting

us. I'd heard rumors of a cataclysm that tore through' g

the spirit world, but that’s not my area of expertise.”

* Beckett frowned as details started to click. Ghosts, rest- el

_ less spirits, the walking dead, uneasy souls still bound
1o their physical forms, the dead man fleeing from -

- Augustus’ estate and the burning aparl:ment bullclmg—~

- *Yes, 1 had suspected as much,” Khalid was saying.

: “She is a clever- one, and has amassed much wisdom

:through the ages A pause, and the Nosferatu gave
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- Beckett a critical look. “She did not summon you here?”
7 Beckett shook his head. “Did she expect you?” - -
- Beckett considered. “lts dlfﬂcult to read her, but :

I don’t think s0.” :
st And Crmas was llk&wnse surprlsed at your pres-
- ence. So your actions are still...” Khalid broke off his

murmuring and returned his attention to Beckett.

- “Have you found that your actions, since artiving here, -

~ have been fraught with unusual commdences’" o

- “To a surprising degree, yes.” This was getting inter-

ating, especially in light of what Beckett had learned the

pi'evious evening. “Why, what do you know about that?”
‘They are not, of course; coincidences. This ‘ghost

storm’ (an apt phrase, that) roused many thmgs that

- had long slumbered.” : '

It was hard to read anythmg from the ruin of -
; -'Khahd’ face, but Beckett thought he might have
- caught a meaningful look. So did Khalid know about
- Pale Wolf, or was Beckett drawing that conclusion

L . based upon his own recent discovery? He decided to

 toss the elder afew bones and see where it led. “Roused
- many things,’ eh? Are you savmg the storm awakened
- some ancients? For years we’ve been hearing rumors
- of Methuselahs, even’ Antediluvians rising from the
~ earth to consume us all and bring on the End Times.”
‘He adopted a skeptic look and a lecturing tone. “Its

~ . in our nature to fear ultimate destruction from every -

quarter, Khalid. Even more poetic that it comes in the
form of the ancient ones who first gave birth to our
~ various bloodlines. It's all part of our mythology, my
friend. I'll grant you there are some creakingly old
~Cainites hidden somewhere, but they have other
_ things 6n their mlnds than the petty squabbles in o

L . which we engage
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SRR agree that such cteattires would care not forour
nightly affairs,” Khalid replied, tacitly conﬂrmmg that
he was, indeed, talking about ancients — one ancient

_in particular, if Beckett read things right. “But that is =

not 1o say they would have no use for us, should they

~choose to involve themselves in the modern world.”.

" Which implied Khalid had a theory on what in:

fluence Pale Wolf was exerting, which ‘might then

explain how it might tie into the other elements
- Beckett was already mulling over. He decided his best
- approach was to act the doubter. Khalid appeared to

~want to sway him somehow, and seeming resistant
should make the Nosferatu more forthcommg than 1f R

he nodded along like a sycophant. d B

. “Why would they spare one thought for the rnod
em world?” Beckett countered. “Consider how differ-

- ent you and I are from younger creatures like your boy -

- Bean, here. We have to make an effort to pass for hu-

" man, not just in appearance but manners, reactions,
 everything. We've transcended so far beyond what we
once were that it requires conscious thought to recap--

ture it. The changes Bean and others of his generanon ;
have experienced are inconsequential in comparison.”

~ “You call this mconsequentlal'?” Bean chortled,

wavmg two halry arms (at least, Beckett assumed they St

were hisarms). =~
~“It’s hubris on our part to beheve that rmllenmaa g
old vamplres have any real interest in us,” Beckett con-
- tinued, ignoring Bean's antics. “If the ghost storm roused
~ any ancients, [ doubt they're going to bother with us.”
It was hard to tell whether Khalid was frowning or
: -sm;lmg, considering the riot of teeth that was his mouth.
 “Your view might have some merit, Beckett, butin this =

‘case I know that you are wrong. Twoancientshavebeen =




using this c:ty as their chess board for since the ﬁrst

s trading post was dug i mto the 51de of the Chlcago rlver,

_and we are their pawns.” ; ;
- Two ancients? Beckett wohdered ;ust how many -
: iayers of mystery he was dealing with here. He allowed
alook of extreme skepticism take up residence on his
face. “Chicago. Two ancients? A pair of Methuselahs
- has been squabbling here for three centunes? What :
- would they want with this city?” - '

“Ah; the city is 1nc1dental to thelr struggle The ;
conflict is personal.” ; |
" “Fine. Let’s assume that. How does that relate to
_ the ghost storm and the mortals?”

0 "Beforelbroachdlattopxc,yomrmstﬁxﬂemrandsome—
. thing. These beings are old — as you say, ancient. Just as _
_-youalggestﬁatweummndmdeadsuchasBeam

~ “What the hell, is this Pick on Bean N:ght’”

X oo Khahd s lackey complained. “I'm right here, you know.”

. “—sotoodo they transcend us. Their awareness,
 their capabilities are beyond compare. They have had
centuries to build up their respective power bases

- throughout this region, to recruit their most capable

- agents. Their plans are complex, their moves and
~ countermoves subtle in the extreme. It is through
~comparable — no, I must say superior — subtlety

 that one may hide from thelr attentlon, and SO re-
~ main beyond their grasp.”

Beckett had suspected somethmg along these_

~lines, and was even more pleased he’d paid a visit to

" Nola Spier. “You're suggesting that they control all -
the vampires in this city except yourself.” :

_ “I am almost certain I remain free of their control
- — though I admit there remains a shadow of doubt.
Of more relevance to you is that if they know you are



~ here, you are more than llkely under the control of
- one of them already.” # s : &

~Beckett still found the ldeaof two rmllenma«old e

vamplres battling in Chicago ludicrous, but he had to
“admit the disparate facts he’d found thus far indicated
. something out of the ordinary was going on. He’d seen
first-hand that one ancient existed, felt its insidious

- influence. It wasn’t out of line to imagine a Methuselah

gathering soldiers under its banner in such a fashion,
~once you accepted the initial premise. The problem
“remained that he didn’t know what it was all about,

- their conflict. Khalid hinted that he did, and better i

still, he seemed to be working his way toward reveal-
ing it. Beckett just had to convince him thathe wasn’t
‘under the control of one of these ancients. -

. Beckett paused in his reply, realizing that although
he knew where one of the Methuselahs was, he had

no idea of the other’s identity. So was he already un-

- der the thrall of this other? He didn’t think so. He felt
more like he was being acted upon rather than ma-
nipulated. That implied an attempt to gain control,
not actual control already. But the feeling seemed less
pronounced since his return; perhaps his bracelet was
“disguising him from both patties. Even so, Khalid didn’t
- know that. So should Beckett tell the Nosferatu
primogen or save that piece of information? He de-
~ cided upon the latter; it was always a good idea tohold
- something back when dealing with other Cainites.

“I'll still need more than your chjecture'about this,

- butfor the moment let’s assume what you say is accurate.
- What's the point of telling me if I'm already their dupe?’
- Bean cackled, then subsided at a look from Khalid.
: “I do not think you are, at least not yet. Their percep-"

tions operate on adifferent level from what we under-
L scand Unless one of them called for you spec;flcally, R




~and] do ot tl'nnk theydid, it would take time: for -
'- .them to realize you are here.”

- Beckett relaxed somewhat. Khalids assurnptlon '

- wasn’t quite correct, but it was enough for the -

- Nosferatu to-consider him worthy to be brought into -
“closer confidence. And if anyone was going to know
- how all the things Beckett had learned wete tied to-
gether it would be this master of secrets. - S
" “That is why I tell you this,” Khalid went on. “As I
sald T believe I remain free of their direct influence — as
do one or two others including Bean, here.” Bean waved
an appendage. “For many years that has been enough. ln‘
~ deed, I thought little about their existenice for some time.”
“So what changed that?” Even as he asked the g
- answer became clear. “The ghost storm.”
“Yes. Menele and Helena have been opponents
for millennia. The territory that became Chicago was

the site of their last great battle. Each lay in torpor for

- decades after, healing grievous wounds and expand-
 ing rarified senses to continue their struggle on a new
level. Throughout they have remained equal in power.

This has forced them to act with caution and subtlety.
Move too aggressively, overextend yourself, and you
leave yourself open, yes? There has been little danger
of full-blown conflict as a result. Peace, such as our
kind can hope for. There have been occasional flare-

 ups of violence through the years, but nothing of con- -
‘sequence. I believe the ghost storm has changed thls,
'though [ know not how yet.”

‘Beckett had come across the 1dcnt1t1e‘; of many
- Cainites through his years of research. Menele and Hel-
~ enasounded vaguely familiar, but stories of ancient feuds

- were common among his kind. He would have to check
: 'hls archwes for more m‘formatlon, but for now he felt
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confident Khalid was telling him the truth, ashe knew

. it. The question was, how did the two tie into Pale Wolf? =
- It didn’t seem plausible a third Methuselah could be in
- Chicago; its mere presence would tip the scales one way
- or the other. Beckett felt comfortable pegging Pale Wolf

- as an alias of Menele. (If nothing else, “Helena” was fe- -

~male, and the ancient he’d seen the previous night was

- not.) Native Americans were protecting him; they could
-~ well have given Menele a new appellation in bygone days.

- Beckett suspected the hangings he'd glimpsed in Pale

Wolf’s underground lair explained the full extentof the =

- ancient’s relationship with whatever tribe guarded him
through the years, though he doubted he'd ever have the
opportumty to study them.

- Beckett crossed his arms, leaﬁmg back as 1f ity

grudgmg acceptance of Khalid’s claims. “I’m sorry, but -
~ even if I believed the rest of it, I just don t understand e
what they'd be ﬁghtmg about.”

Khalid slumped, as if dlsappOIhlted “It seems that =

as ‘powerful and transcendent as they are, they con-
- tinue to indulge themselves in a cycle of petty hatred.”

"~ “You mean over two thousand years of conflict
£ b01ls down to the fact that they don’t like each other?”

“Ironic, innit?” Bean commented, trying to un-

','tangle a snarl in his pelt. Beckett didn’t think irony
- applied, but it did make akind of pathetic sense. The
. power of gods and they wasted it on revenge.

“So we have Methuselahs with a grudge, then

ghost storm breaks the stalemate in some wayyouhave

- yettodetermine.” Beckett suspected Khalid had a very

. good idea what the reason was, but leave it alone for

- now. “Again, what doés this have to do with me?”

4] had thought that Avigustis Klein would be the -

- one,” Khalid commented. “Atriving here at the same




 timeasthe other. And pe’rhapshe would have been, had -
not forces been mobilized to destroy him. Regardless, I
~am almost certain that you are the catalyst. Your back-

o _-'ground your pursuits, are tooperfectaﬁtforcomadence :

. “You've devolved into nddles agam Catalyst for
s _what? The other what?””
There was silence for almost half a minute as Khalld :

i _debated again whether he was making the correct deci-

sion, confiding in Beckett. The room was still other than

- the fidgeting Bean and Beckett’scrimson eyes looking at -

- the savaged mess of Khalid’s face. Finally, bracing him-

S '_-s_glf the Nosferatu primogen returned Beckett’ gaze.

" “The kine are not the only ones who stand agamst 2
- us in the End Times. The ghost storm has awakened -

- another force, creatures from an age long forgotten.
~ The Methuselahs would direct these entities at one

- another like they would any other weapon, even

5 ‘though it might mean they would themselves be in
- danger of destruction by those they manipulate. -

0T speak of th_ose who are tmly 1mmottal Ispeak' |
— of mummles
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Nlcholas Sforza«Ankhotep Was back in Chic:ago by '.

late afternoon. His bruised face got some strange looks from

~ the tollbooth personnel along the way, but ashrugandan

= embarrassed “Skied into a tree” seemed to do the trick.

He didn’t bother checking on the Orthodox Temple of
Akhenamn.'lfany of his people strvived the attack, they

- would have pulled out of the place soon after. The authori-

. fies might have detained some, but all their papers were in -

 order and none of them were foolish enough to have any

 semiautomatic weapons on them (at least he hoped so). By - :

now, anyone questioned would have been released; anyone
in custody was on his own. Nicholas didr’t worry that some-

one might talk in either case; if anything, the men in thlS s

Eset'a sect were more dedicated than he 'was.
~ Evenif the temple was still useful, he had no inter

est in ever returning there. Not due to the violence

that took place there recently (although he wasn’t sure
how recently, since as yet he still didn’t know what day

it was). Rather, because the temple had once been the
- stronghold of enemies of his kind. He’d enjoyed taking
- over the place, though nowhere near as much as he

= had taking the Heart back from those petty usurpers. -
No, he spared little thought about the Temple of

~ Akhenaton and its pathetic cult. Neither was he wasn’t
- much iriterested in getting something toeat. (He'd used

“some of Carpenter’s gas-soaked money to buy three

~ Value Meals at a McDonald’s on the Interstate along
; the way back Commg back to llfe was hungry work )
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. No, right then his concern lay .ﬁ.fith'confirmmg”
~ the Heart was $afe, discovering how his men had fared,

it . and learning what day it was. In about that order.

- He navigated the streets of Skokie with caution.
~He’d been to the safe house before; had picked it out
himself, in fact. But considering all that had happened -
“he wanted to make sure the place was safe before he
made an appearance. Carpenter was out of the pic-
“ture, but Nicholas still hadn’t figured out who the fake
reporters were or what they wanted with him ~— un-
less it had been the Heart, which was possible. Finally

i - satisfied the place was clear, he parked the Lincolna.
e couple blocks away and slipped up on foot. . :

- The house was as nondescript as you could get aalf
-'.whlch was, of course, the whole point. He and the oth- -

- ershad rlgged a number of alarms and traps around the
~ windows and doors just in case, and he had to concen-

- trate to make sure he didn’t forget any. He wasn’t sur-
prised that [brahim was waiting for him, suppressed Mac- -
- 10 ready, when he stepped into the front hall. He was
~ surprised that Ibrahim was the only one there, though.

“Amenti! You are safe!” Ibrahim cried as soon as the

e door opened Nicholas was pleased to notice the man

©wasn't sooverjoyed thathe neglected checking pastNicho-
- las just in case. The man had a bandage armmdhlshead

and his face was bruised almost as much as Nicholas’ was

“What'd I tell you about titles?” Nicholas replled

' rubbmg his upper arms to get some warmth flowing. It
promised to be a frigid night. “You okay? That from the
fight at the temple? Where’s everybody else, anyway?”

.. Ibrahim face fell like a plywood shack in a mudslide.

““Idonotknow, Amenti,” he said, ignoring as always Nicho-

¥ s’ resistance to the honorific. They havenotyet returned”

- “Returned from where?" His breath hitched as he
: readled himself for the answer he most dreaded

- “They search for the Heart.” = -
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~Even expect:mg it; it was still a shock. He'd hoped the

-reasmfusmenhadn’ t stopped Carpenter from running off -~
~ with him was because they were busy getting the Heart to =

- safety. “Son of a bitch. So youdon’t even know where it is?”

Ibrahim looked even more uncomfortable thanhe

',..hadasecond before. “We did, Amenti. Those in league .

- with the bloodless devil had taken it. We went to re-
~ cover it — we thought you would be with them also.
~ But it was not so. And When we trled to get the
Heart . there was trouble.” -

“What kind of trouble? 7”

; “Thete was conflict, but we recbvel‘ed the Heart
Then, before we could leave, we were set upon by ghuls.

We fought them as best we could, but they were too - _. !
- fierce. They took the Heart and left and we had 0

; ﬂee ourselves from the arriving pohce

Ghuls.. . vampires. As 1fCarpenterhadn’t been bad. o

: enough ‘So were they all working togeﬂler you think?”-

~ Ibrahim shrugged his ignorance, wincing at the
~ motion. “It may be. Duri and Saled have been gone
- _most of the day to discover where it is now being kept.”

Too many questions caromed around in Nicholas'

'.head “Okay, hang on. If those two are tracking the
jarand you're hére, where’s the rest of the crew? Gamal

- and Abdul and the others?”

7 “] am sorry, Amenti We are all that remam .
: Ibrahim hung his head in shame.

 “Down to three?” Nicholas dmpped intoa creaky :
: olc_] sofa. “Hell just yesterday — what day is today”‘
s '_ e is. Saturday,[beheve P
- “Already? Christ! ...Sorty, old hablt He rubbed

at his temples. “How could we lose a dozen guys in

" three days? All right, never mind. I have a pretty good i

- idea. So when did you try to get the Heart? Last mght? i
: _Why in hell did you go at mght?“ P o




. Ibrahim shuffled and cleared his throat. “Omar
~ thought it best to strike under cover of darkness. -
Greater chance of surprise, fewer witnesses—" -
~~ “Greater chance of ghuls and who knows what pop-
'pmg up to throw a wrench in the works. So Omar...?”
 “He fell in the struggle, Aménti.” = = -

S “Well, here s hoping he learns his lesson in the -
next world.” Nicholas thought for a second, then
- slapped his palms on his knees and stood up: “Now is
_not the time for gnashing our teeth, right, Ibrahim?”

“No, Amenti!” Even such a simple action like stand-
,mgmdmmposewasenoughtogetdlemanﬁnedup '
. “I'mgoing to get changed. Duri and Saled keeping in

_ _Uouchondmecell’Good,ltakeltﬂl ey haven’t reportedin -~

forawhile; let’shopelt’snotbecauseAmnbmsferrymgﬂlem e

: _alongmd10:nartotheBlessedF1elds Seeing Ibrahim}
shocked look, Nicholas waved placating hands. “That was

 ajoke, OkﬂY?LOOk,dldﬂwvsaytheyweren.mmgsﬂent” :

.+ “No, Amenti,” Ibrahim said, returning a weak
£ srmle at the attempt at levity. For a tramed klller and
 thief he sure was a soft touch. - '.
. “Right; give them a call, then, get them in here We ‘.
o -need to develop a better plan of attack than running
- around the c1tv0£0pmg to stumble—" A surge of adrena-
' lmesentNlcholasleapmgforthe phoneasitrang, “Yeah?”
. The voice on the line said a couple words in Arabic
' befuestwpnmgs}mThmmEnglm“Azmm?ls thatyou?”
- “Saled? Where the hell are you?” =~ ;
 Excited shouting through the phone, chattermg
~in a mix of Arabic and English as Saled informed
- Duridar that their leader was on the line. “Osms blesses :
_us once again, now that you are returned!”- -
" “Okay, okay. Cut that out. 1brah1rn s glven me the :
23 _basms, ‘what can you two tell me?” ;
: “Ame — er, Nicholas. We have fozmd :t' I teH you,
wehavefomdtheHeart"’ ahi '




- Carpenter reached the Oak Woods Cemetery per-

- haps an hour or two before sunset. After parking the

- truck on 67th Street he headed in with a shuffling walk

that was almost a run. The place was almost more like a

‘wilderness park than a cemetery. Clusters of trees and a

few ponds lent it a naturalness not often seen in cem-

_ etenes In past visits, Carpenter had even seen wildlife

~_ rabbits and foxes and the like — making their way
across the consecrated ground. Now, in the wake of two -

) tremendous snowstorms, Oak Woods was blanketed

- with white. After the second blizzard it appeared the
ground crew hadn’t had a chance to carve more thana
handful of main paths through the snow. Carpenter took
one that seemed to lead closest to the Sforza mauso-
leum. The obelisk to Big Bill Thompson, cartoonish
and corrupt mayor of Chicago during much of
Carpenter’s time in the mob, rose in the near distance,
- givinghiman easy landmark to navigate with. Even so,

~ he could have found his way to Annabelle Sforza’s grave

" .in his sleep — if he still slept, anyway. He’d been to

~ Oak Woods often in the months since her death, find-

~ing himself drawn back again and again to stand out-

- side her mausoleum, often for hours on end. Being close -
- toher body and the hammer energized him. Along with

~ drawing upon the base emotions of the living—anger, - |

'-_':'.__pam, fear — it was the only way Carpenter sustmned G




~the strength to maintain his’ holcl over t.he corpse he
i possessed Aside from the razor, of course: .
~ Even with the snow obscurmg many of the grave-
~ stones, Carpenter could pick out the surprising num-
~ ber of monuments fashioned as sarcophagi. They were
~a popular choice in the wealthier sections of Oak -

- Woods, not that he'd given it much thought before.
Thanks to his recent encounter with the bitch’s grand-

- son, he had Egypt on the brain: Preoccupied with -

~ death, the Egyptians were. And mummies, preserved
to last forever, right? So yeah, he could see how the
fragments of Nicholas Sforza’s explanation might make
sense. The question was: how had this “Spell of Life”

- transformed him from mobbéd-up security consultant
_todeathless mummy? Despite the punk’s protests, Car- -

_ penter sensed that the “Heart” had something to do
with it. Carpenter remembered the powerful aura -
emanating from the thing, remembered how he'd.

~ thought it might be a power source, a battery of some
- kind. Yeah, maybe that’s how the kid did it. Just like
- Carpenter needed his hammer, maybe Nicholas Sforza -
- needed that “Heart.” But why was Egypt important? If
~only the shitbird hadn’t died right then. Well, he was

* up and around again; ‘Carpenter would just- have to :

capture him again and find out the whole story. - :
-~ But first, the hammer and tegaining his strength :
Carpenter fele his anchor’s pull grow stronger as he
- drew near the mausoleum. It called to him, u:s song
i -'drownmg out the whispering razor. :
" The path curved away about flftY yards from the
o cr',rpt Carpenter plowed into the calf-high snow, to-
ward a mausoleum that his memory saw in far more

“detail than his decaying eyes could make out. The

- Sforza crypt was a wide granite block facing west, with
i patr of semlcu'cular wings curling from the front. The




~ granite wings created a kind of open-air foyer that lent
- ~amore secluded feel to those who visited. Two shallow
- steps led between a pair of squat pillars to the narrow
- copper doors fronting the mausoleum. The caretakers
were paid a handsome wage to keep the metal from oxi-
- dizing. The doors glowed in the light from the setting
- sun, not ahint of green tarnishing their surface. The
- name “SFORZA” was carved in the lintel above the
- doors, with an ornately carved cross fising from the roof.
~Carpenter trudged through the virgin snow to the doors.
- He paused, loath to mar the beauty of Annabelle’ rest-
~ing place. The old rage surged then, the memory of her
~ betrayal filling him with strength. Even in his weak-
- ened state, he was strong enough to smash through the
~ flimsy lock. The copper doors shuddered open, a dust— g
o .mg of snow tumblmg inside.

. There wasn’t much room in the crypl:, ;ust enough '
- to maneuver a casket into one of the six slots along
~ thefacing wall. Carpenter knew all the names on the
~marble panels over each; he’d even put two of the resi-
- dents in there himsélf. The top two held Antonicand
- Carlotta Sforza, Annabelle’s in-laws (long dead, but
1in Carpenter’s opinion the only good Sforza was a dead
one, so it worked out well). The bottom two belonged
- to Peter and Therese Sforza, Annabelle’s son and
< daughter-in-law (his handiwork). The left center
- plaque was for Gianni Sforza, Johnny the Stick, the:
- son of a bitch who claimed to be Carpenter’s friend, -
- the bastard who stood by as Carpenter was killed, the =
_ shitbird who swooped in and married the love of
- Carpenter’s life. Although Carpenter wished he could
- have been responsible for Johnny’s death, he had to
- be content that the stupid shit met a poetic end, cas-
- -trated when he was found bangmg the unclerage daugh g
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- Carpenter gave the others no more than a glance;
‘his'attention was on the right center plaque, the final

- ‘resting place of Annabelle Sforza. His right hand was

‘at the stone, straight razor out and digging in to pry it
- loose, before he reglstered what he was doing. '
- “God damn it,” he muttered, trying to pull his
hand back. It took his ruined left hand — two fingers:
- gone when some fucker hand blown up the pistol he -

- 'was holding — to grab at his right forearm before he
~could muscle the razor away from the stone. A chunk
of marble fell to the floor with a flat clatter. He gritted
his teeth with the effort it took to flip the blade closed

~ and shoved it back in his pants pocket. The thing was

far too eager to help htrn out, and Carpenter dldnt

e like it one bit.

- Simply being near the hammer and the bltChS
cotpse was making him feel stronger. He wasn’t sure if

- he was strong enough to pull the marble off by him- -

self, but he was damn sure not going to use the black

thing calling to him from his pocket. He stepped up

"to'the crypt panel and was shocked to see his right
~ hand carving away with the razor again! He swore, 7
~ sheerpanicsurging through the creaking formhe wore.
- With acry of effort he threw himself away and wrestled

. with the blade for a good five minutes before jamming

it back into his dungarees. He would have tossed it far
~ away ifhe could, but he knew he wasn’t strong enough. -
- It'had seeped too much of its own dark energy into

~him; it was a part of him now and he couldn trid hlm-
N self of it. Not at the moment, anyway.

" He spent another few minutes rnakmg sure he was
in control of himself before stepping up to the crypt

panel again. A good portion of the marble was already

chopped free, making it easy to grab the remainder

~ and yank it off He let the stone fall to the maumleum



- floor and reached in to pull the casket toward him.
- He drew the coffin partway out and flipped the ha]f :

- lld open, his hands fumblmg in eagerness. iy
~ The decaying corpse of Annabelle Sforza 100ked :
; '-_'up at him. She had been an old woman when she died,

- her flesh worn and sagging. In the months since her
~ death, the flesh had dried and stretched tight across
- her bOnes in‘a parody of the slender beauty of her
~ youth. Her lips and eyelids strained against the hair-
thin stitches that held them shut; hints of the funeral

 makeup stood out in sharp relief. Carpenter drank in-

~thessight of her, his hands caressing the leathery skin.
“His fingers were too long dead tofeel any real texture,

- but his soul caught a charge like static electricity. His
- hands wandered down, pulling at the black gown she

. worte. There, resting between her atrophied breasts like

- a parody of the cross around her neck ‘was the bat- i _

tered and stained hammer.

- ‘Carpenter had slipped the tool under her gown d
'Iheflmeral feeling it was the most fitting resting place. =

~ He smiled again at the memory and took a moment to
- enjoy the tableau before he reached for the hammer.
: ‘And then the razor was in his hand, flashing down-

*ward to cleave the hamimer in two. Carpenter yelled - -

~ and swung his body to oné side, throwing off the aim

- just in time. The blade flickered with an oil-slick shim- o
‘mer as it chopped through Annabélles arm and the side .~

~ of the casket. Carpenter spun wildly, turning around to

“slam his back in the coffin. The razor yanked hisarm

- around and went for another strike. This time, Carpen-

- ter used the momentum to grab the hammer with his
- lefchand when the razor swung back for the down stroke.
-+ ‘Assoon as he touched the worn wood handle, energy
- coursed through him like he’d grabbed an exposed elec- -

trlcal cable The blade ﬂashecl burymg ltself deep in ' .




the center of Annabelles torso. It wouild have contin: &
- ued through with little resistance except that his hand

~slammed into the ribcage. Even as his right arm drew -

- back on the razor, Carpenter swung a clumsy left-handed
- blow. The hammer came down in a sloppy arc, its stained -
-~ metal head striking a glancing blow on the blade.

It was barely enough to dent normal meta], et

- alone the otherworldly steel. Nonetheless, a shudder
- ran through hammerand razor alike, as if he’d taken a

~ sledgehammer to a boulder. Tremors ran up both arms

~and through his body along with a blaze of pain that

- shot through his right arm. His corpse seldom felt true

. pain, but this was intense enough to np a strangled
: Yell from him. :

. Carpenter staggéfed and would havé fallen 1f he %
: hadn t slammed into the mausoleum’s side wall. Pain-

T tingles coursed up both ‘arms and he felt like he'd
just gone twenty rounds with a grizzly. As the hammer

fed strength to his body, Carpenter tried to figure out
- what the hell just happened. Obviously, the goddamn

e -tazor was getting more willful by the hour. But why

would it try to destroy the hammer? It was his last,

- and most powerful, anchor to the living world; de-

. stroying it would plunge him back to hell for good.
And the razor had just saved his ass froi'n that very

: fate not twelve hours ago. Unless. .. ‘ :

- “You want to get rid of the competltlon, is that :

T t"_’ he croaked to the still-vibrating razor. “Ain’t gonna
~happen, pal. Don’t think I'm not grateful for you sav-

- ingmy bacon before, but let’s not forget who’s in charge - -

~ here. Youpull that shit again and I'll use this to pound
~ you into scrap.” He felt stupid talking toan mammate

< ob]ect and stopped with a scowl.- e -_
" Carpenter suspected that trying to destroy the ra-
" '20r with the hammer would mess him up pretty well
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in the process —— -pefhap.s'ev'en dump him back to the
- underworld. He was willing to take that chance; if the
~ alternative was to let something ¢lse control him: -

The straight razor seemed to sense this also. The

~ tremors along his arm stopped and he felt no resistance

. whenhe closed the blade into the handle and pocketed
 the thing. As he straightened Annabelle’ ruined corpse -

_ashesthe could, he struggled to come to grips with how
- much more bizarre his situation had become. It became -
~ clear he wasn’t going to get very far with either straight-

ening or coping, so he gave up on both. He pushed the =~

. chopped up casket back in its slot and decided not to

- ‘bother putting the carved stone back. “Don’t know how -
~ this could get any more fucked up,” he: gmmbled ashe '

i stepped throuigh the mausoleum doors. - ¢
2 Seemg ‘the four zombies ‘waiting for him wuhm' 4
2 the crypt’s stone wings, Carpenter ¢ dec1ded he d better
g keep hls damn mouth shut from nowon. -
; . L 2 . E :

o Carpenter supposed he shouldr' be surprlsed Ever

since he’d returned from the dead, he’d been accosted
- from time to time by other walking corpses. They
- tracked him down when he stayed in one spot for a

~while. He was on the move a fair bit so it seldom
~ amounted to more than a minor inconvenience. He

- came here often enough they might well have been
.-hangmg around just waiting for him to swing by.

-+ The quartet standmg in the snow was typical of -
"the type — advanced state of decay, the stereotype of -

 the rotting zombie. Carpenter had determined that he

* was a rare example of his kind, his body fit enoughto
' pass for living, hismind still sharp and capable of inde-

- pendent thought. The others he ran into amounted to
- little more’ than brute impulses tied to rotting flesh. -




- Although at this particular momerit Carpenter didn’t '_

ook much better than any of these guys. Three guys

and a gal, actually: Well, used to be. Now he supposed

' itdidn’t much matter what gender they'd been.

He never could figure out what the hell these
- things wanted with him. It wasn’t like he went run-
- ning around trying to find zombie buddies to hang out
- with, so-why were these others so intent on it? Out of |
disgust, he’d blown away the first zombie he'd encoun-
tered this way. Phobic about cleanliness and order,
being near a rotting corpse was an affront to
Carpenter’s senses. The next couple he’d just left after
- trying to start up futile conversations. After months
of this, he’d wondered if these things might prove use-
ful after all. Despite not being very communicative,

- they took direction well enough. He'd sent a few after

some living people who hunted things like him. The
hunters ended up butchering the zombies, but it was
sufficient to throw the hunters off-track, leaving him
to carry on his agenda unhindered. Lacking sufficient -
self-awareness for tasks of any complexity, Carpenter
found they worked well as cannon fodder. :
.. The things stood there, looking at him with clear
-expectatlon A slow grin spread across Carpenter’s
- shattered face “You ‘guys want to go for a r1de7"
. e

Carpenter ha]fhoped he'd get pulled over. Conslder-
ing the disgusting noises the things in the truck bed were -
making as they did God knew what to the headless body,

- he thought it'd be a hoot to see how a cop would react.
.“You want to check under the tarp, officer? Goright ahead.”
He 'was feeling pretty damn good. The straight
razor still gave him the willies, but they seemed to have

reached an understandmg for the time bemg



e Malevolentshavmg 1mplemem:samde, hefeltinvigo-

rated after reuniting with the hammer. It sat on the'seat -

 beside him as he steered the truck toward his nearest safe

'~ house. He wasclose to full strength; he could tell, buthe -

- stillhad to finish healing his injuries. Have towait tillhe -
- - was somewhere he could focus without distraction. Aside

- from some necessary glancés in the tearview mirrorashe

- drove, he had no real idea how he Jooked, but he could

 tell it wasn’t good. Now that his need to anchor himself
- in the body was addressed, his phobia for neatnessand =~
- order was returning with avengeance.He had togetsome

-~ decentclothes and restore his physique to its former con- -
~ dition. The best he could, anyway. There was little he
could do about his ruined ieft hand; he could restore the -~ -
~ body’sintegrity buthe cbﬂl_dr’n’tregene‘rate lostparts. Then -

- there was the gt shot. Nicholas Sforza had nailed him

ifhsomie kind of nagic bullet the thiy Catiefiter caps-

~ tured him. The wound still refused to close and leaked

- old blood and other bodily fluids. He'd hoped the ham-

~ mer would give him the strength to restore that m}ury, :
: '-but apparentlynot.. . - e
It was dark by the tlmehe reached a dump mClcero

: he wouldn t have set foot in under any other circum-
stances — which is part of what made it an effective

~ place to stash things he needed. Carpenter wasn’t sure ;
- what to do with the things in the back of the truck; he

2 “didn’t want them dripping body parts all over thehouse,
~ but neither did he want them roaming the neighbor-

hood scaring people. Despite his cleanliness fetish, he

~ roused them from the truck and brought them inside.

Commanding them to stay in the kitchen made him" .
~feel like he was dealing with a pack of unruly dogs, but )

the important thing was that they listened.

: ‘He ad]oumed to the bathroom, where he stﬁpped . :
- off the dead man’s work clothes and casta cntlcal eye ;




- over hi§ injuriés. The lower portion of his face tas a
 shattered mess ~— that would explain whyhis voice had
~ been arasping croak — and a tight grouping of wounds

- clusteréd around his heart. They were all hesled thanks -

16 the energy he'd drawn from the straight razor before.

~ He picked up the hammer and focused his will upon .

- the other wounds, watching as they drew closed. Some

o evidence remained, a scattering of pockmarks that could

‘be miistaken for the-evidence of setious childhood acne

- orsome other old injury. Their presence bothered him,

~ but compared to gaping holes that showed pomons of -

E --hls brain matter, he could deal with it.

Desplte focusing mtently, the Wound in his belly .
was as taw and red as when he’d first been shot. All he
could do was banclage it up. The gut shot continued -

- ~aching, but the pain was bearable. If — when —he
~ discovered the secret of this Spell of Life, all his wounds

- should heal. After all, hadn’t Nicholas Sforza returned
o life after receiving eéven more serious injuries?
' As if thinking of the man ﬂlpped some switch, -
'Carpenter sensed the punk’s presence not far away.
Somewhere to the northeast. He’d driveri past the kid
‘before on his way to Oak Woods’ Cemetery, now it

- seemed Sforza was on the move. -

Carpenter was weary from the srruggle to hang onto
 his corpse. He would have preferred to take a day and
_build his energy up further before poing after Nicholas

Sforza again. Yet a sense of urgency filled him; it had -
- taken months to get the punk the first time, and he'd

e ~ been in much better condition then. No, he felt that he
~had to move now. He had the hammer and that dam-

“nable straight razor, along with four engines of destruc-
- tion he could unleash on whomever might stand in his
~way. And, of course, he still had his natural deviousness -

and unmatched cunmng It would have to be enough




Thea ]eﬂced awake,herStde throbbu‘lgas she sl:rugled .

~ uprighton the couch. She heard the squeak and crunchof .

leather as Jake moved next to het. It was dark outside, a
~half moon joining brilliant stars in the clear night sky. She
cursed herself for thinking vodka would be a good idea,
- and for not taking a nap during the day, and for gettmg
: dravm into this mghtmare to begin with. - i

"+ The burly blond vampire stood befote them, lean— :

- ing against the windows, a sneer on his face and a thick, -
. short-barreled shotgun in his hand. As Thea sat up he

- drawled, “Awww, don’t you two look cute?” Theawanted

to punch him so hard he'd crash through the glass. Soon,
- though, she promised hersélf. You'll get yours soon enough.
~ “Come on, Graham; get them moving,” came a
- woman’s voice. In the reflection ot the windows the
room’s lights created Thea saw the woman — the vam-

- pire— from the El, the one who’d tasered her Should : :

i Iuwe some fm her, too. :
“Jake was on his feet, equal parts waw and cunous

| .He helped Thea up and they came around the couch

at the curt direction of the blond one; Graham. The -
" womah stood near the office door, hands in the pock-'
ets of her canary-yellow leather jacket, watching their
- approach. She held up one hand when they were half-
- way across the room and looked them over critically.
* Thea was willing to bet she held the taser in her other
' _'_'-pocket, ready towhip out at the flrst sign of trouble. -
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~ Witha pumed lip frown better sulted toa dlsapprov "
~ ing parent than a supernatural predator, the vampire said,

i * “The last couple of weeks have been a pain in the ass, so

- believe me when 1 say I'm not in the mood for games.
-+ We'll have a sit-down and ask some questions. We want
T -'Justtwotl-ungsfromyou coopemtl(mand straight answers.” -

-~ Thealocked eyes, trying to give as much steel back

- asshe was getting. ‘Sounds great for you What do we
~get out of the deal?” AT : -
- “You're not ina position to negotlate. the vam-

v & _'plre said, breaking the stare to flick her gaze to the
" one with the shotgun. Thea was surprised the rot

i looked away first; she caught a hmt of emotmn, but it

was too brief to discern clearly. :

- There was definitely somethmg sttange about tl'llS'
- woman’s behavior. In fact, both vampires were behav-

inga little odd. Thea felt the man, Graham, moving
- around behind them — if it were anyone other than
- one of the undead, Thea would have sworn he was
~fidgeting. And the woman in the yellow leather jacket -
- couldn’t keep eye contact Wlth Thea or ]ake for more
- thanafew seconds ata time. .~

o “Aren’twe?” Thea rephed still trymgto get asenise of :
; _'what was going on. “I'd say we’re in a prime position to
_ negotiate. You want something. You've already invested a

- lot of time and effort when you could have just killed us.
‘But if you're going to slaughter us after we tell you what

~ you want to know? I think I'll just keep my mouth shut

and let you kill me right now. I don’t want to die, but if it -

._ " mieans pissing you off it’ a fair trade.” Emboldened by the
- strength of her own words, Thea took astep forward “But

2 you can bet T won’t go down without a flght

- The woman moved back, maintaining the dlstance i

p -'between them. Then her eyes narrowed and she stomped
. forward a couple paces to jab a finger at Thea. “We're the




fucking mdead, sugar. You get me? We can pull answeis from
you like wringing out a wet rag. We got decades todragyou
through flavors of hell you can’t imagine before you even

et to thibl s dyirig. So §oi WabEts see what hags 5+ -

“pens when I get pissed off, you just goahead and clamup.”
+ With that, the woman stepped to one side. Graham
barked a command, waving his shotgun toward the door for
emphasis. “Damn, Sylvia,” he said as they moved to the -
“hall, “you get my blood pumping when you’re bad-ass.”

‘. That’s when it hit Thea. The way the vampires kept
as far from their captives as they could; the nervous, fidg-
eting movements; and just then the tight, strained tone in

‘Graham’s voice. The vampires were afraid of them! She

- almost laughed at the idea, then considered it made a kind
of sense. After all, she and the rest of the Van Helsing
Brigade were responsible for destroying a number of undead
critters in the past year. And that was just in Chicago.
Other hunter teams were doing the same thing around
the world. To Thea, it seemed like they never ran out of .
things to stake, but the monsters had to be freaking out.

* If she was right, perhaps she could turn the situa-
tion to‘their advantage. She didn’t know enough of
what the vampires wanted to ‘determine a plan of ac-

tion. She warited to talk options with Jake, getanidea
of how he was reading the scene. She caught his eye

~ as they went down a bland off-white hallway past non-

~ descript doors, but about all she got was that he was as
: scared and angry and curious as she. SR

- Given her assumptions, at least, Théa assumed most
'of what this Sylvia had said was bluster. Effectivé, cer-

tainly, but bluster nonetheless. If they could leamn 4 any- :

- thing they wanted through torture or bizarre vampire

abilities or whatever she was msmuatlng, why bothérwith

- questioning? Unless “conference room” was a euphemlsm e
for torture chamber X but she dldn t t’hmk so S




. Theadecided the time was ﬁésf to focus her sixth
: _sense She imagined she would need ever&r tool at her ,

- disposal for what was to come.

_ They were directed through a palr of large wooden
- doors which opened into a comer conference room. The
~ decor was a slight variation on the drab office in which -

- they'd spent the day. A rich cream carpet covered the

*floor, the intetior walls a somewhat darker tone. The

 ceiling lights were off, subdued track lighting along the
- sides creating a warm, inviting atmosphere. The doors
- took up much of the one interior wall, while alarge trip-

 tychoccupied the other Thealooked away from the three
- paintings after giving them a cursory glance. They seemed

to be done in an odd blend of Baroque and Cubist styles,
- and while she couldn’t quite make out the subject mat-

- ter, the whole effect was disturbing. A large flat-screen
. television stood in one ‘comner and what looked for all

o ~ the world like a karaoke machine sat in another. She

- gave the perimetera cursory glance, as her attention was

_ drawn to the figure seated at the massive ironwood table.
At the opposite end sat a portly, scholarly-looking
- man in a tailored suit. He had the look of a kindly old
. uncle, a demeanor Thea imagined was the result of de- -

- cades of practice rather than some innate gentleness. She
~also had no doubt that he was a vampire. Set on the

_ table a yard in front of him was the small Egyptian umn.

~ Its aura, unobstructed by physical barriets, was so potent -

- that Thea staggered. She played off the stumble as weak-
ness from her injury and concentrated on filtering out -
the aura. She’'d had little success the first time she en-

“countered it, but death and chaos had surrounded her. It

~was tough to focus on anything under such circumstances.
- This wasn’t the most relaxed environment either, but

 without the immediate threat of violence to distract het
<. Thea could dlstance herse]fsomewhat fmm the ]ar’s aura.




- . Sheand Jake were seated along the leftside of the table,

their backs to the window, the Canopic jar just out of arm’s
_reach. She had her senses under reasonable control now.
‘Her petceptions operating an order of magnitude beyond

* the human norm, Thea saw rippling waves of probability

ﬂowmgﬁ‘omhermendandtheum Looking down, she -
noticed significant ripples coming from her also. A spark of
~hope fanned to a steady flame. If she could intuit what all
these potentials meant and tie in the vampires fear of theth
: she might be able to gether and Jake out alive. - ;
- The figure at the head of the table was still untll they -
~ were seated. Then, after a brief glance at each of them, he

nodded to Graham. The vampire grinned andslipped from

the room. Shefelt Jake look ather, wondering if they should
say something during the ensuing silence. She sat still,
 hands clasped on the smooth tabletop, her attention on
the tattoo that curled up the back of herhand. A blending
of the hunter sign meaning “victory” and “war,” an Egyp-
tian hieroglyph for “power” She remembered the tattoo -

flaring to life with a strange, comforting heat when'she
had fought the undead recently. Was it a phantomsensa-
tion, a'side effect of the changes the hunt had wrought
‘within her? Or had her subconsciotis created some kind =~

of...ward, asymbol of power? And if that was so, whatdld
lt do? What were her other tattoos capable of? - -

. Thea's rurhinations were cut shortwhen]ake gave Al -
strangled cry of dismay. She looked up toward the door -

~and grew faint. Walking in; holding hands with the: vam'
pu‘e Graham, was her best friend, Margle Woleskl

Y ooo e

Beckett was surpnsed at’ the turn the conversa' "

':-tlon had taken. “Mummles Wi

Khalid nodded. “They Would be a SIgnlﬁcant threat 7

tous were it not for their limited numbers. In ancient times,

'. 'many of the Unclylng stood equal to even the grealaest &
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. Cainites in power. Some among us have wondered if the -
 first of their kind, Usr — which the Greeks mangled to
‘Oiris’ —m@tnvalthegreatCamempowet it

" “Yes, 've heard some of that. Some iegends even
" ¢laim Osiris started out as a vampire, but his wife Isis -

~ performed a great rltual on hlm. a spell of llfe to

: -cleanse him of the curse.”
- Khalid looked at h1m, mlsmatched eyes bnght
: S “What. .. -you're not saymg?" Beckett shook his
~ head. “Really, Khalid. This i is simply a metaphor,
 racial legend just as Caine is.” 5
S “Ihavehea:dofyon.:rdoubtsdmatthel:ustofmexlsts. '
: ItmvbedxatOsmnsbutlegend.Noneﬂ\eless,lteﬂyou
“the immortals exist; I have encomtered them myself.”
“All right, let us grant you that. How do they tie
: together with what is happening in this cn:y, and to
~ these Methuselahs you speak of " * - :
. The Nosferatu’s face twisted in an approx:manon of '
s srmle “Some years ago, a cult of no great influence
~_migrated to Chicago. Call it the Cult of the Sun-Disk or
* the Followers of Akhenaton; the name matters little, just

T asthe group itself was of no consequence. Its pathetic

- attempts at basement mysticism were a front for more-

~serious pursuits — ridiculous, since the cults members
- had nograsp of what true magic was. The irony is made

. even greater: they brought with them an item of stagger
- ing power, an object that they held jealously not for 'rheir =

- own use but because'it belonged to their sworn foes —

~the Undying. Centuries before, these cultists had locked

~ theitem away rather than harness its potential for them-
- selves. In that bygone time, the cult had a greater under-

o - standing of the mystic arts. It had used this knowledge to
- perform a great magical working that hid the ob]ect from -
S all detectlon, stored wrlthm a stone casket e




Khahd gestured upward. “Effective this was, for
_ 'the cult arrived in Chicago unnoticed by all. Not even
- by the two ancients who have commanded this city
- since its inception. I suspect they sensed something,
- but neither ever discovered what lay before them .
- Powerful they are, but omniscient they are not. '

“For their part, the cultists had forgotten most of =

theold lore, and much of what they remembered had
- wandered from the truth. They no longer knew what
they carried with them. It was asacred stone,; and they

- looked no further for illumination: They builtatemple
- to their false god around it, and devolved with the
- passing years into scholars of the mundane and erivial”

- Beckett restrained his impatience. The old creature

wouldrevealhowallmethreadsmtettwmedwhenhegot o

- around toit. lnterruptmg would just delay the telling.
. “This item was one of the greatest artifacts of the
R 1Undymg, stolen from them long before you or I became
- what we are, before even our cousin Critias was Embraced.
- The immortals never grew to be great in number, though -

- Iknow not why. The handful they were searchcd forthis
and other lost items, but it was hldden too well. BY these -

its centuries-long journey hete, in the heart of the New

~ World.” Khalid gave a dry chuckle as if at some private -~
- joke. “Then came the ghost storm. It changed the Un-
 dying, in some manner I have not yet discerned. Thave

heard whispers from my clanmétes that the ‘mummies -
~grow in number, their ranks swelling as never beforé in

s When they found the artifact hidden here, when they
~ broke the seal of the sacred stone, its existence was re-
2 '_vealed to any nearby sensitive enough to pemewe it.”

: “lee Meénele.” - ey

i "'m*rnmmwm{uons

; tllelrmlllenmaofexlstence W1thbeneﬁt ofthese greater




-+ Khalid nodded. “His rival has become focused on nu-
- merous specific plans in the region; Menele appears to keep
- abroader view. | have thought he has laid back in recent
- years, as if awaiting something. He may have long sus-
o peCted the object was here, and bided his time. Now that

: - it is revealed, he moves his agents to gather it—

~“You mean Critias? The Bru]ah?” S 4 R
" “Yes.” Another tortured smile. “Though the wise -
: Crltlas suspects nothing about bemg the puppet of hls _
S1re, from what I can tell” -~ -
~ Anothet surprise. “Walt Meneie made Crmas
il vampue?” peaiy
MM AR brought him here mlllenma Iater o sérve
as hls unwitting lieutenant while he slumbets in safety.”
“What a tangled web... All right. So'why is a

= 'Methuselah 50 interested in a‘mummy artifact?”

I cannot say for oertam 1 know only that it is an
. 1tem of tremendous power.” = =
" Beckett nodded. Based on the almost 1mperceptlble E

' "1-'pause in Khalids reply, Beckett felt certain that the
- Nosferatu primogen had a far better idea of what this

. artifact was and what it could do. It appears Pale Wolf is

'notﬁeoniyonemterestedmgemngh:s clawsomt S
: ;-'\_ ...._:'\_"_ :

o rWhen you sald it wasinan ofﬁoe bmldmg,l dldn P

- -.._:thmk you mearnt this office bulldmg ” Nicholas Sforza-
Ankhotep shook his head, staring out the front win:
dow. They were parked in a dark blue Ford van facing

- west on West Adams just before South Franklin, the

~ stolen powder blue Lincoln behind them. The Sears
- Tower rose before them less than half a block away, B
5 huge dark mass in'the winter night. = b
_:Duridar shrugged, shifting an unlit Camel from one
51de of his rnouth to the other. “What s the dlfference E.



- Nicholas pinched the bridge of his nose. Thanks to -
~ some special healing items he had stored in the safe house,
 the swelling and bruising was gone from his face. There
" were some twinges now and then, though that might be
 the result of coping with Duti’s terminally laconic atti-
~ tude. “The difference is that this place is a bitch to break
into. Given time and more resources, I could do it. But
with the four of us, right here and now? Not a chance.”

“Got to'take it out of there sometime, right? You
; dcm t want to go in,' we just wait uritil they bring it out.”

* Nicholas had long doubted Duri’s dedication to the
Eset-a, the cult that had come with Nicholas to recap-
ture the Heart. Duridar Saad wasn’t even a native —
~ not that all members of the Eset-a had to be, of course;

just the nature of the faith. You didn’t find too many
“Scots being drawn to an obscure mummy-worshipping
- ctilt. Duri was Arabic-American, and along with Nicho-
" lashad helped the rest of the team go native when they'd

first come to Chicago. He'd proven his mettle time and

*again, all with that same unflappable, even bored, de-
~ meanor. Still, Nicholas couldn’t help but think Duri
was intoall this more for the thrill than out of any spiri- -
tual dedication. Whatever. Fact is, he’s a helluva shot and .
1 get along with him better than any of the others. .~
.. Hestroked the amuilet he’d taken from Saled, ascarab
. onagold band thatslipped over the wrist. He hadn’t needed

to make it so ornate, but with his rebirth had come an =

 artistic side he'd never known he had. Fact was, he never -
~ had an artistic side before. Came with the rest of the deal.
- Anyway, the scarab, carved from green jade w1th gold in-
lay, swiveled around like an arrow on a compass, with the

- Heart as true north. Nicholas had added another feature: -

 the scarab’s gold antennae pointed at relative elevation.
“Right now, the scarab’ head faced the Sears Tower, its

; stubby gold antermae pomtlng upward at a sharp angle. e




" The Heart was in there, all right. Somewhere high up,

beyond their current reach. He was tempted to just break

:  into the place and go balls-out after it, but they’d have to

cover so much ground just to get to the thing that the cops
—and who knew what else — would be waltmg for them -
: by the time they got back down." i
"~ “That’s the way it’s going to have to be ® Nncholas
 said afterawhile. “A building at night would've been good
odds for us — straightforward layout, nobody around, no
traffic in the area. But this place? It just wouldn't work.” -
He shifted in the seat to look at Duri, Ibrahim and

' Saledaltogether. Approaching headlightsilluminated their
" faces; they looked kids who'd just leamed Santa‘Claus

wasn't real. Well, Ibrahim and Saled did; Duri just sat there
rolling that damn cigarette around in his mouth. “Okay,
here’s the plan. Duri, you and Saled take the Lincoln back
to the safe house and get some rest. Ibrahim and I will
_keep watch in the van. We'll rotate every six hours. Soon :
as it looks like the Heart’s on the move, we'll—" i

His next words were lost in the hottendous crashas
- the onoommg truck swerved and smashed into thc vati.

i 'Y F

“ Thea Glmﬂmn wentﬂ'ommrpnse to dread iri a Heatt
~ beat. Margie wore the same glazed look as when Graham had
first tried to steal her away in the dance club a week before.
Her skin was the same pale, unhealthy hue as when she'd -
cmfrmmd Théa in their apartinent just a few days ago.
~ Feelingsick to her stomach, Thea wondercd if her :
friend had had the flu to begin W1th

_ “Haveaseat, honcy,” Graham said, gmdlng Margle i

to a chair opposite Thea and Jake. The woman was -

- docile, sitting prim and proper in the chair with her
- hands folded in her lap. She stared at Thea wlthout ;
- appearing | to recogmze her :



‘What the hell is this?” ..Tliea said, restraining the -

urge to leap across the table and tear the Aryan vam- "

~ pire fuck’s head off.

~“A friendly meeting,” sald a calm culrurecl vmce' e

v to her left. The portly figure in the suit leaned forward,

- resting his elbows on the table. He directed a well-prac- B

 ticed look of pleasant inquiry at Thea and Jake. Unlike
* with the other two rots, Thea sensed no nervousness or
fear from this one. “We would like answers about some
‘matters in which you have been involved of late. Un-
derstanding you might be reticent to come forward with

~ details, we thoug‘nt to save us all some time and {rouble 4 TE

g by havmg your lovely friend attended.”

~ “Margie, are you okay’Whathave theydone toyou‘?'"- A

i “Hey, she’s fine. Aren’t you, honey?” Graham

- crouched next to Margie, throwing one thickarm around

~ her shoulders and drawmg her close. She turned at the - ;

sound of the vampire’s voice, her face lighting up with 4

the same adoration a dog gives its owner. “See?]Just fine.”
jakes hand was on Thea’s left arm a second before

e she would have launched out of her seat. “Okay, let’sall -

be reasonable here,” he said. “Thea’s friend doesn’t have

_anything to do with this. You can send her home. lprom— et

 ise you that we’ll be as forthcoming as possible.”

- “Admirable attitude, young man!” The tone was sup-
 portive, but Theasaw nohint of rapport in the old vampire’ -

- eyes. “But I prefer to be sure. You have shown yourselvesa -

. resourceful and willful group; having the young lady here
- ensures your cooperation. You have my word that lf we are
: satlsﬁed with your responses, she will be free to go.”

SomethmgabOutthephrasmgsetoffklaxonsmThéas e

. bram, There was nothing she could do that second that

* wouldn't end up getting them all killed, though, soshedld i

_ .her b&t to rein in her temper and follow }akes lead

l.AY DOWN WI'I‘H LIONS




i-*Okay,: well before we answer your questmns I

o have one of my own,” ]ake sald

g Yinde interests of prornotlng an open dlalogue,
was wondering if we could have your name?” g

. “emdﬂmtstnﬂeofagmrﬂfaﬂm"@fcomm Iapo]o- i

glze for forgetting my manners. Your may call me Critias.”

~ Jake smiled in return like they were old chums,

. but Thea felt his hand quivering on her arfn “Thanl(s,
Critias. I'm Jake, and this is Theéa.”

~ Theasuspected the old bastard knew who they were,
‘but it was all part of the veneer of civility. Despite all

- the smiles and polité words, Thea sensed tensions

" ratcheted to the breaking point, poWerﬁ.ll enough that .

“the urn’s throbbmg energy faded into the background.

~ “So what is it you want to know?” she asked, trying "
ot .wnthout success to match the conversational tone.

~Critias $aid nothing for a moment. Thea sensed two
-_dlﬂ'enng potentials ripple out from him as his gaze wan- -
~ dered the room. Then his eyes stopped, centered on the
- table, and one of the threads of possibilities faded away. He
 pointed an ong finger at the Canopic jarsitting on the table
b equldlstant from them all. “Do you know what that is?” =
. “Aburial jar of a kind used in mummification cer
: emonies,” Jake answered. Thealet out a stirtled squeak.
She hadn’t told him that; shouldn’t be surprised, though o
: ]ake wasn't nicknamed “Bookworm” for nothing. -
Critias shook his head sadly, as lf atan unruly stu- _
dent “Please, don't be ¢ coy el ;

L “Sorry?” 5 b :
" “Idonot refer to rhe jar, boy, bt towhat is mmde it
- ]ake shot her a look. She shrugged, not expecting the

answerwould help much more than the previous one had.
“We have no 1dea They referred to it as ‘the heart.”



* “Did they?” A wide smile creased the old vampire’s

'face so lacking in warmth that Thea shlvered “And

: ]ust who did you steal this *heatt’ for?” o o
=R Iy mbody We... well, u]mtkmdofhappened We >

: 'dldn’t even know what it was. Still haven't figured it out.”

“““Yes, of course not.” The old" vampire acted as if e

'_he was too polite to flat out call t_hem hars “So just
_what have you ‘figured out’?”

“Theashared a glance with ]ake but Aeither of i them
'was sure what the question meant. “Sorry?” Jake said.

 “Please,” Critias said, directing that disappointed - T

look at Thea while one hand gestured in Margie’s di-
‘rection. “Your friend has told us about your Chinatown
~adventure of last spring. She also confirmed your in-

‘volvement in the temple affair, if we didn’t have the

_:-p_roo'f before us. All very mterestmg, [ must say.

“P'm curious what other matters you have been in-

volved in. I would like to know how you have learned to
-_do what you do.... and from whom you have leamed it.”

Thea lookedatMargle Shewasobhwous,hermouth;”' i

hangmg open as if drugged while a vampire whispered in
her ear. Graham caught Thea looking and flashed asmile

thatwas all teeth, running his tongue over thesharppoint

- of one fang. Yet the glint of fear in his too-wide eyes gave

lie to that promise of mayhem. Thea felt the blood thun- o

~ der in her temples, holding back w1th the last shreds of :
- her will. Not yet; not quite yet. - e
o “Well " Jake said, “that gets tncky Before we get o
~into'if, I'd like to pomt out that we're just as interested
in understandmg you as you are in leammg about u us. A
there’s somie way we can all find some common—"
~“Icarenot for where your ‘interests’ lie except where

they involve your understanding of us,” Critias snapped, -
hls cornposure the briefest npple of savagery on the pond :
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of his otherwise calm demeanor. .“.Yoij will tell us what

~ you know of our kind and where you learned it, and for

~whom you took this artifact. If you do not, well...” -
- Astheelder vampire spoke, Graham leaned forward

2 and planted a sloppy wet kiss on Margie’ neck. She cooed
- and giggled like an adolescent trying to act sexy. When
- Critias’ voice trailed off, Graham poked one fang just

 hard enough against Margie’s pale skin to draw blood.
Thea didn’t feel herself leap to her feet, didn’t no-

 tice Sylvia move'up behind her. A need for sudden ac-
~ tion had seized her, propelling her up — then halting
~ when the vampire’s vice-like grip dug into her shoulder.

~ There was a popping noise and a flash and Thea was
blinded in her right eye. Thea heard a shriek and then

~ hershoulder was free. Blinking to clear the dazzle, Thea

“turned and saw the vampire’s left hand was on fire... as -

~ was Thea’s shoulder. Thea gasped and slapped at the
 flames; which were already dying out. Sylvia wasn’t so
Tucky. In seconds, the fire engulfed her hand and ate its -

~ way up her arm. The willowy vampire leaped away from
- Thea with-such speed and force that she slammed into
- the windows, sending a spider web of cracks through one

G ke large panes. She bounced off the safety glass likea -
~ping-pong ball and, still screaming, tore out of the con-:-

o _' ference room trailing a cloud of bitter smoke. ~~ =

Oka'j, nOw 1t was ttme Thea thought Qe

" Beckett heard a”buzzmg ndxse frorn the halry lump _

" fiext to Khalid. He didn’t ' realize it was a cell phone until

- Bean pulled a small device from someéwhere and held it
- to the matted snarls that seemed to be his head. “Yello?”
~ Khalid shot Bean a glance, though Beckett -
'-couldn t tell if it was from irritation at being inter-
e '_rupted or cunoslw as to who was on the lme



o “Holy shit! .. Noshit? .. You re shitting me! (jkay, : .
hold on.” Bean paused his scatological commentary and

 stage-whispered to Khalid, “There’s something goingon = |

upstairs. Hannah said the chick just lit Sylvia on fire.”

. “Hannah is not callmg from the conference "
room? Khalid snapped. .

- Into the phone Bean sald rWl'nere you callmg from. :
sweets? ...Uhhuh. Right.” Then toKhalid: “Nope. She,
uh, got a little freaked by the fire and skedaddled down
the hall. She’s pretty sure nobody’s noticed her; ]ust fig-
ured, out of earshot, call it in, y’know?”

' “Very good. Have her return as close as she dares to
monitor events. Tell her that above all, she should not
- make her presence known to the hunters. We are on
~ our way.” While Bean relayed the command, Khalid
said to Beckett, “This is why I called you here this night.
- Menele sent forth his agents last evening and captured
the artifact I spoke of, along with those who held it.”
- “The various pieces to the puzzle were all coming
- together, but Beckett nonetheless asked, “Whohad it?”
~Khalid spoke as he moved for the manhole. “It
~ had been held by one of the Undying in the area. He
~ vanished some days ago, after the item was taken by
“ mortals. By the very hunters you are investigating.”
Interesting timing. Beckett had planned on track-
ing the hunters down that very night until he'd found -
- the urchin waiting for him. He touched the amulet
~ around his neck and was surprised to find Augustus’
- finger hanging still and unmoving. He'd been so preoc-

 cupied with discovering who Pale Wolf was and had

later become engrossed in the conversation with Khalid

that he couldn’t remember when he had last felt it ;.. .

twitching. Whoever these hunters were, the one Beckett ' :
_had been trackmg was no longer a part of thelr team £




“Come,” Khalid’s voice mtermpted his l:houghts

i .“We must hurry if we are to avert dlsaster

‘o eee 7

. Nlcholas saw the truckssudden swerve molatetoshout

- awaming. The vehicle slid on the icy road and crashed just

“behind the driver’sseat. Ibrahim and Saled were on the bench
seat but neither was buckled in. The impact threw them -

: .aWay from where the huge pickup punched through the -

vt side, crumpling the Ford’s middle and shoving it ont

 the sidewalk and into the side of the building. -~

The van’s front window survived the impact in-
“tact, so Nicholas had a clear view of the truck’s bed
slanting in toward him. The plastic tarp ripped free
from the bed revealing four hideous, decayed things.
~ “This can’t be good,” Duri muttered in mild surprise.

* The left side of his face was bloody from the side window -
shattering, but otherwise he seemed unharmed. Good sense
_appeared to have escaped him, though, since he dipped

- into the fanny pack around his waist and pulled out a gre-

~ nade. Nicholas didn’t even get off a yell before Duri pulled

- the pin and lobbed it out the broken window at the truck

- bed. Then Duri threw himself between the seats into the

- back of the van, calling out “Fire in the hole!”

 Nicholas slammed against the passenger side door;, :

“his enhanced strength more than enough topop the thing

- off its hinges. There was barely room to slip between the

side of the van and the building. Ashe fell back, he caught

a last glimpse of two of the rotted abominations scram-

.  bling around in the truck bed while the other two dove

- for cover. Then aroarfilled the midnight street, followed
~ by asecond as the gas tank blew: It was only luck or fate
that the van’s tank didn’t go as well. The Ford smashed

- against him, and only his amulet-enhanced strength kept
him from getting crushed against the building. A goutof

~ flame ﬂashed over the top of the van followed by awave




ofheatand  thiinderéus erashas me'pickup slammed to

- the ground. Then, to round it all off, chunks of goreand e

plerm of metal pattered down from the heavens.
' Ears still ringing, Nicholas shoved the van away

_:-far enough to slipout. “Up and at ‘em, guys‘ Atleast -

five unfriendlies, none confirmed down!” he yelled. -
The van wasn’t a tank, but with the truck cab helping

~todeflect the blast, the Ford’s metal wallsshould have
protected his last three men. No telling how 1ong be—_ S

il fore the fire got to the Ford’s tank, though.

- Muffled shouts of affirmation came from msnde T

. ,:Nicholas-pixlléd the Glock from its clamshell holster and
- grabbed the black scarab pendant from his neck. He flipped

its device around in his left hand so the scarabfaced away
- from him and crossed his gun hand over his left wrist. He

~ was just coming around the front of the van when he heard

- one of the back doors slam open and a flurry of gunfire - i

- erupt. Not the quiet stutter of the suppressed MaolO hls '
~ en used, but the heavy staccato cough of a pistol. -

* He didn't have a chance to check on his men,asa

: ﬂannngcorpselmgedathlmfmmmderthebummgwreck' :

 of the pickup. Nicholas fell back, screaming and swearing |

- and blazing away. He barked out a command with his cries,
- and was rewarded with a flash of white and a searing blast -
from the scarab that blew apart the zombie’s head and part
~ ofits torso: Nicholas lay on the cold asphalt for a second to
~ catch his breath before throwing aside the blackened and

melted scarab. It was a potent one-shot charm, but he'd
intended to save it in case he met up with a vampire. Can't

~complain, I guess, but I better save the other one fornow,
. So he was still okay, but what about Duri, Saled
~and Ibrahim?Nicholas hadn’t heard any shots after those

 rapid-fire pistol rounds, unless there was somethingmore

_ when he’d blasted off half his own clip: No, this silence

£ dldn t sound good atall. He rolled on hlS 51de and swept : . o




his gaze along the ground under the van. No feet; noth-
- ing on the other side of the burning truck, either. What
~the hell; where was everybody? At least he could see
- two more burning corpses on the road. Had to be the
- zombies, so worst casé meant three to four left And
_not a peep out of his guys. Son of a bitch. ;o
Then he heard the repeating ponkrpbnk of meta]
denting and springing back and cursed himself for an
- idiot. Even ashe rolled over he knew he was too late.
A Colt automatic pointed at him from the van’s roof
“before he could even begin to bring his Glock around.
"Thls is ]LlSt tooﬁlckmg easy," MaXWell Carpentersald

B Thea hacl to admit that, aside from understandmg
that her tattoos were somehow focusing her mysterious
- hunter nature, she was as much in the dark as the vam-
- pires about what had just happened. It was clear now

“the creatures were deathly afraid of her and Jake, con-
- _sidering how they scrambled away from them after one
- of their own went up in flames. She was determined to

- take full advantage of the shock while it lasted.

" Thea launched herself onto the table and took one
long stride across to kick Graham full in the face. The
- vampire’s head snapped back and he slammed into the wall.
- The impact stung her heel, but the lack of traction on the
slick tabletop proved the main problem. Theasslid along in
her stocking feet and lost her balance as she neared the
- ‘table’s opposite edge. Her legs flew up in the air and she
slammed on the wood in a clumsy attempt at a break-fall.
_ She heard Jake's yell as if from a mile away, busy
as she was trying to get her breath back. Just grab Margie -
- and run, she wanted to yell back: Get out of here! The

~ best she could do was wrench out a wordless gasp: Then

~the pain of her bullet wound hit, making her curlina
ey ball — just my luck zf the fall tore the sutures.




< Sl gulpmg an‘, she not1¢ed a brilliant light com-
“ing from the windows where Jake stood, and thatold
* vampire was still cringing‘away. And there, right in

~ front of her, was the Canopic jar. Two feet to the left
* and she would have fallen on it. Thea grlmaced and

tried to focus, get up and protect Margle, wasn’tasif -

~ one kick was going to drop a vampire. =
A hand clamped around her leg s6 ha:d she felt the

. :.bones in herankle grind together. She was yanked along _ =

~ the tabletop a second later, grabbing the jar as she went.

~Maybe she could smash the fucker’s skull with the damn e
thing. Then she was in the air, swinging toward the inte- -

rior wall. She rolled with it, catching the plaster with b
her right shoulder and falling to the ground. Dazed, she

-~ struggled to regain het serises. Then everythmg snapped

" into place with almost painful clarity — just in time for Akl

her to see Graham lunge at ’ner w1th teeth bared

.‘.

Beckett was 1ﬁ the express elevator and headmg for' v

i the Sears Tower’s 73rd Floor far faster thanhe would have
- thought possible: It tiirned out the subbasement in which -

- he’d met with Khalid was part of anarea built over years E

~ agojust on the other side of the Chicago River. They'd

- come up in aservice tunnel that led into the Sears Tower,

 and from there it was'a cakewalk to the eievator e for
~which Bean had the security key, of course:

They'd moved at sucha’pace that talkmg was dlf— B
ficult, so Beckett held off until they were in the eleva- o

~ tor.So what is this d1saste_r you hope toavert?” - -
-+ “Iexplainied the status quo between Menele and Hélé

* enathat hasexisted i in thiscity, yes? If either ancient was - - .
* tooutstrip the power orinflueénce of the otherinasingle
. rapid move, he — or she — would not hesitate to levy =

~ that full might against his or her foe in one devastanng
: blow Of 1tself that has little i lmpact on us. However




- “Considering we’re talking one of the most heavnly
. populated places in North America, there would be
- significant collateral damage,” Beckett finished.
" Khalid nodded. “Exactly. I have no desire to see
the death of thousands, perhaps tens of thousands of

- mortals: Even were that of no import, however, such an' :

action would be dammng evidence of our existence.”
“Ah. And gaining posséssion of thls artlfact would _
tnp the balance that much?” =~
“T have nodoubt” : : :
i * Of course you don’. “So what role do the hunters
play in all this?”
" “There lies another rnystery I had thought they
‘worked with the Undying, as their goals seem similar:
namely, the destruction of our kind.” :
“But now you're not so sure?” !
~ Khalid stepped toward the door as the numbers
flashed through the high 60s. “1 must gather more evi-
dence before I can'say for certain.” -
Justbefore the elevator dinged its amval Beckett tned

- questlon that had been on his mind for a while. “By the

way, Bean, whatever possessed you to steal Augustus’head?”
- The hairy Nosferatu shook like a hay bale in a
strong wind. “Oh, that?” Bean laughed. I ]ust felt hke
fuckmg with the Bru]ah 5

Carpenter had selclom seen a more beaunful Slght
than Nicholas Sforza spread-eagled on the ground be-
low him, anger and embarrassment battling it out on
~ his face, gun pointed nowhere near the proper direc-
' 't1on Carpenter almost felt sorry for the dumb bastard.
7~ “Sorry about your buddies,” he said, not the least
& *b;t contrite. “It was a fair fight, though. I can only shoot
- one-] handed now. Have to track down theson ofabitch -

-



SRR

 crippled me sometlme when l got a few hours to klll
“Punintended.” @ . e

- “What is your deal’” Sforza asked Iooklng more

' plSSCd by the second. “You're supposed to be dead.” -
+“I am dead. That’s the whole point.-I know, you
meant ‘dead for good.” He shrugged. “What can Isay;
T missed you. Anyway, here’s the deal. Saw my Lin-
~ coln parked just back there. You and me are gonna go
- for aride, and you’re gonna show me how this ‘hca'rt’
- of yours can do for me like it did for you.” 2 ]
“What the hell you need that for? Looks l:ke you
can stick around just fine.” {
‘Carpenter put a round in the curb next to Sforza’s
head “Quit stalling and get moving. Don’t have all night.”
" The bullets that ripped through the roof of the van
“were a surprise. Catpenter could've sworn he'd taken out
_ all three of the towel-heads in there. There was nowhere
to leap but forward so that’s the way he went, a couple
~ fingers of hot lead ripping through his legs and throwing
off his jump. He landed in a crumpled heap a couple yards
* from Sforza. It took.an effort to move while he focused to
- mend his ruined legs, so he was to his hands and knees
- whenhe felt the pressure of a gun barrel against his temple.
"] swear,” Nicholas Sforza said just before he
4 pulled the trigger, 3l | have no 1dea what my grand
mother ever saw in you L : o
S et d s S e s .e o

Thea could perceive lmpendmg danger and prob-- G

ablhtles with breathtaking clarity — she registered -
- Griham’s attack with enough time to roll toward him,
* even though she somehow knew he was moving twice

* as fast as she was. She couldn’t argue with results. The

vampire flashed over her, crashing against the wall. -

' Thea scrambled to her feet and assumed a defens

: __SIVE stance. She was short of breath, her side burned




- like a son of a bitch, her ankle was about to buckle,
~ and she had the Canopic jar tucked in the crook of
- her right arm like a football. Graham was on his feet
just in front of her. He wasn’t moving as fast ashe had

~ been just asecond ago. No, that wasn’t right. He was,

~but she was seeing him move like he was in slow mo-
- tion — except he wasn’t moving slow, he was incred-

. 4 'ibly_fast.'-. .-what the hell was she seeing? This didn’t—

- Reaction kicked in. Thea saw the feint and the-
: .1unge She spun into the feint to get inside Graham’s

: ~ reach, then swung her right elbow around, usmg the
. urn as extra Welght to slam into the vampire’ head.

Input was pouring in  almost faster than she could pro-
cess. Graham grunted and dropped away, trying to come

at her from another angle — but she already knew he -

- would go for her wound so she fell back and rolled up -

onito the table, using the slick surface to spin awayand

S geton her knees as he came in then she had the Canopic

- jar in-both-hands and the tattoo on the back of her
handflared to life as she swung down hard on hishead—

" There was a sharp double réport, the first of the jar -
craclcmg against Graham’s skull and the second the
*vampire’s jaw slamming into the tabletop. Graham stag-
~gered back on his knees, blinking and shaking his head.
- Thea emerged from the strange fugue she was in, notic-
ing a light dusting falling from ‘a narrow hole in the urn.

A feral roar empted then, followed by a powerful ‘NO!” -

. The roar was Critias, fangs flashing and talons ex-

: 'tended asheflew down the table. The yell came from Jake - -
- -and carried such force that the vampire coming at Thea
- visibly flinched. His trajectory was disrupted just enough

- that Thea could roll back and fall to the floor next to Jake. -

“ “Then he was helping her up and she realized the

 lightshe'd noticed before wasn’t cominig from outside

. the wmdows it was commg from Jake Desplté its



e rilliance, it dldl‘l thurt her to look at: Clearly, thcrugh
co '.1t was painful to the vampires. - :
- Theasaw CntlasandGrahamonmelrfeet agam,both i

- Iookmg shaken but furious. Bloody spittle flew from gnash-
~ ing, elongated teeth and fingers curled in rending claws.

" 3Surpnsesl:uckherasshereahzedMargwwassmmgmme

- same position she'd been in when hell broke out. God,
-'whyhavemdwygrabbedhermedherasahostage? S

Clarity’ answered, the hyper-acute senses she'd hiad

o .ever since she’d grabbed the Canopic jar. Her sixth sense -.

~was good for spotting trouble, but never had it functioned

"~ to this degree. There was no way she should have been

~ able'to avoid Graham’s attacks, cotsidering how fast he
- was moving. No way except that somehow thé thingshe
~ held was heightening her abilities. And with the same
~ absolute understanding, she realized that the only thmg -
~the vampires were focused on right now was that same jar.

- Whatever fear they'd felt toward the hunters before was

~ ovetshadowed by their lust for the Canopicjat Theywould

~do anything they could to get it from her, and if sheread
-~ thinigs right, that meant remembefing in two seconds that i

J _-theyhad the perfect hostage sitting within reach. -

‘A dozen threads of probabﬂity snaked across

e Thea’s awareness. She- followed the most vibrantand
- whipped the Canopic jar as hard as she could at the ==
o 'cracked Wmdow next to het S it

S Nlcholas kn:ked hlmself for wasting tlme maklng o
i -cIeVer quips. Gave Carpenter the fraction of asecond
- heneeded to drop out of the way just as Nicholas pulled -
- the trigger. Instead of blowing out thie side of the mmbles :
- '_head the bullet just creased the back of his skull.”

G Carpenter spun around and landed on his back i R
: street slush Then the blur of hls hand movmg under o




his coat ‘and coming out not with ahother gun but
- with a fucking hammer. Nicholas swung around to fire
“again, but Carpenter was faster. Nicholas screamed as

the hammer smashed the back of his hand and sent
: thc Glock spinning out into the street.

. Carpenter lunged with a fucking woodworkmg tool L
- while Nicholas grabbed for the second scarab around his
neck. “Better hope you can get that thing off before I
smash your hand to powder,” Carpenter said with a grin.
~The son of a bitch was smiling? What, did he think
thlS was fun? Asshole. Nicholas jerked in sutprise at the
stutter of automatic fire; luckily, his opponent did the same.
It wasn’t one of his men tearing into Carpenter, but it was
- the next best thing. Nicholas saw Ibrahim, bloody butun-
- bowed, tearing into the last one of the decayed things Car
~penter brought with him. The zombie was already a smol-
- dering wreck; Nicholas was surprised it was still moving.
» Catpenter seemed just as distracted, so Nicholas seized
the chance to swing the black scarab atound and trigger it
off. The zombie was again a hair too fast. He lunged, the
 blast furnace crisping much of his right side and turning
most of his suit into ash. It was a glancing shot; he was still
on hisfeet. Sure took care of the bastard’s good mood, though.
.-, Nicholas noticed the sirens then, louder than he
felt comfortable with. Shit, be here in a minute or two at
- the outside. And him in a stalemate in the middle of
: Wést Adams with a goddamn zombie. What a joke.
~ /Then Nicholas felt the twitch of the bracelet on
' his wrist, followed by a faint scream, growing louder.
Nicholas spared the bracelet a glance. Sure enough, it |

. was tracking down, and fast. He backpedaled away
- from Carpenter and looked up at the Sears Tower. The -
~ Heart was far too small to see in the dark and at this
~ distance, but he had no trouble picking out the ﬁgure

' hurtlmg to the ground at termmal velocnty EE




see

: Beckettheardthemanhketha;afacomeredhon,fol» L
et lowedmmstantlaterbyﬂleheavycmhofglass Heleaped
- ahead of Khalid and Bean and raced down the corridor. -

- He'd never been to the Sears Tower before, but the layout
-~ wasstraightforward —modemn office buildings were abreeze
compared to navigating Medieval fortresses —and hisears
- were plenty sharp enough to guide him to the violence. -
 The tableau surprised him. Standing in the doorway
facing into a conference room was a brutish figure he
recognized as the Brujah, Graham. He was holding a curvy
blond woman and seemed to be backing out of the room.
.- Two people stood about twenty feet away on the other

" side of a large table near a gaping hole where a window

used to be..One was an attractive Arabic woman who
smelled of violence and righteousness. The other was a
~slender figure whose gender remained a mystery, for a
- glow of such brilliance poured from it that Beckett
couldn’t look at it full on. He cringed instinctively, steel-
ing himself against the light with an effort. ;

~ Graham spun at the sound of his approach and
saw Khalid and Bean arrive as Beckett stepped through-
~ the doorway. “Goddamn am I glad to see you!” Gra-

£ ham whined. “You wouldn’t believe what they—

‘Thls is your last chance,” the woman interrupted.
“I don't give a shit how many reinforcements you get.
- You don’t let Margie go, you won’t walk out of here
““You know who these guys are? They're— :
_ “The Heart!” Khalid cried, cutting Graham DH ]ust

- as the ‘woman had. “Where is it?”

Y threw it out the window;” the woman sald caim
% eyes taking in the horror of Khalid’s face. -

A muttered curse and Khalid was gone, back foi o
: thé elevators. Bean looked at the tableau, then over

muw DOWN wrH uorqs




© to an empty corner. Hannah?This amrthmg we want
to get mixed up in?”

“Youkidding?” came a vmcé “Th1s stopped bemg

o fun about ten minutes ago.”

: Beckett considered his OptIODS He could follow
Bean and the invisible Hannah after Khalid. He could
stay and puzzle out the bizarre standoff in the confer-
- ence room: Or he could chart his own course and see
- what answers this mysterious artifact might reveal.
~Noticing Beckett move forward, Graham shoved
his hostage aside and stepped after. “Now that’s what -
I'm talking about!” he said, readying himself for com-
bat. “You and me, Beckett, we'll take ‘em down!”
“Sorry, Graham, but you misunderstand,” Beckett
~ said as he tensed himself for the transformatlon “Thts T
is none of my affair.” :
" Then he was sklmmmg through the wintry air on
1eather wmgs, ﬂashmg down toward thc ground
; '. eve

Carpcnter was rurmmg on fumes. That whatever—
it-was Sforza nailed him with took a lot out of him..
Even drawing upon the hammer’s strength wasn't =
enough right now; all that power was being used to
get him patched up. The razor called to him, but with
- the hammer’ help he ignored it. He was putting up a
good front, but if the punk made anotheér move there
wasn’t much he could do to stop it. Then Nlcholas
- Sforza stumbled away from hlm, lookingup—

And Carpenter felt it; the aura he’d sensed whenhe
raided the Temple of Akhenaton — the same aura that

. the immortal Nicholas Sforza claimed was this treasured

“heart” of his. Carpenter’ senses, attuned to life force,
felt the “heart” plummet down; then there was a faint
crash a dozen yards away. Another life force, ancient and



. powerful — though not as potent as the other — fol-
lowed a fraction of a seconid after. This orie made aloud,

_wet thud when it hit. Was there' ascream.too?l-leootﬂdn’ 5 :

: : '_be sure; it might just have been the sirens. -

With sudden inspiration he lunged forwatd .t.hrow- L

5 ing all his strength into a mighty swing with the hammer.

- Sforza saw the attack at the last moment and threw up his

arm just in time to block. There was a clang and sparks
flew as the hammer smashed against the thick bracelet
the punk wore. Sforza cried out, grabbing at his wrist,and -
~ Carpenter took advantage of the opening to shove him
hard as he could into the wrecked van. Carpenter spunon
~ hisheels, moving as fast as he could toward the aura. There,

+the parking structure. It would be at the top. Drawing from

~ the hammer for support, Carpenter sprinted for the stair-
' well and up as fast as his dead legs could camr hlI'ﬂ ik

eee i

_ Thea wasn't sure what to makeé of the mOtley crew . -
that appeared in the conference room doorway She
_caught Jake’s muttered, “Oh, shit,” but she was at the
point where she was willing to face any manner of
- atrocity if it meant her best friend would bé safe. -
Then half the group vanished as séon as they fourid
out the jar wasn’t there. Thea knew what a potent item
it was, but they were welcome to it. She might regret the -

~decision later, but at ‘that moment she’d lost too miany

~ people close to her to be willing to let her best friend die
also. Two vampires against her and Jake? She knew a

- couple of hunters wouldn'’t stand a chance, but his whis-

pered words of support lent her the strength to try.

i ‘Except the tall guy with the blazing red eyes went

~ right past as if he hadn’t even noticed them — leaped
~ out the window just like that ‘crazy old vampire did.
~ Instead of falling like a rock, though, this one flickered




and.. compressed rurnmg lnto a damn vamplre bat‘ -

};_e_;twhenlthmklveseenuaﬂ ;
© “Thea!” Jake yelled. She flung herseif to the snde, all'

e tooawaredlatﬁlethrmtwasncitoveryet Ttwasn’tenough;

‘Graham snatched her by the arm and swung her liké a rag
~ doll. Thea knew then that he was going to fling her out the
‘window and there wasn't anything she could dotostop him.
-+ Theworld turned upside down and she grabbed at any-
thingatall to arrest her fall. She succeeded in'smashingher
- elbowon one of the ¢onference room chairs — then flopped

to the grourid, the vampire’s grip broken. What the hell? Sit-

' ting up, she saw Jake and Graham rolling on the floor dan-
~gerously close to the shattered window:. Little can’efight-
‘worth-a-damn Jake had tackled a vampire to save her! The
~strange illumination around Jake was all that kept him alive
~right then. The vampire scrambled away from it like it was
- giving constant and painful shocks. Thea could see Jakes

~ radiance was growing ditmer by the second; whatf:ver in-

net fire he'd stoked for it was winding down. - : .
- Theastaggered to herfeet, fatigue heavy in her ltmbs

T She waited for an opening and, channeling her waning
- strength, aimed a strike at Graham’ head. Her left hand

lashed out; although it just clipped his temple, the white
flash that aocompanied it was powerful enough to dent

- the vampire’s head against the floor. The creature wasin =~

adaze long enough for Jake to scramble free before it was
* rolling into a crouch before the dark hole in the window.

~ Thea had one last good shot left in her, and when he
: tensed to spring, she usedit. .
- Just as Graham leaped, 'Thea dropped her rlght
S shouldcr and charged : ; o
s : ___.... T . 3
Beckett ﬂ1ttered down, battlmg the updrafts and _
" downdrafts circling the Sears Tower, and soon saw



Critias’ ruined form on the concrete of a parking struc-
 ture. Swooping in a circle over the scene, Beckett re-

~ flected that a fall of over seventy stories would cer:

‘tainly have meant his destruction. Even with the

~ strength he’d pained in centuriés of unlife, Beckett =~
ccmld not have hoped to survive plummetmg thatfar

It was a testament to Critias’ ancient stature that
: he ‘had survived. Flitting above, Beckétt could see -

Critias’ pulverized bones drawing together, his torn =
p g rog

~ flesh mending itself, his blood drawing back into his
- body as best it could. It would be some time before the
- old vampire was back at full strength but he would be
ambulatory within a few hours. - & S
~ Impressiveas Critias’ dlll'abllltY was, Beckett was put i
~ further in awe at how much more mighty his sire must
 be. The influence of Pale Wolf —Menele — had been
~ so'subtle, yet so complete, that the Brujah primogen was
- willing to suffer grievous injury and possible destruction
7 to recover some Egyptian bauble.- How could Beckett
_-assume that a flimsy bracelet would make him safe from

- that kind of matchless power? His instincts said he was -

~ still in conttol of his own mind, but that meant nothing

- if Menele could influénce his own childe unawares. =

" Yet what else could Beckett do? To succumb to fear
- and paranoia was to make him a pawn as surely as'if he

- were under direct control. Beckett stéeled hisnetvesand

4 pressad on: Time to find the‘object of all this excitement.
“The area was too much of a mess to make sense of

' wnth his presént perceptions; he would have to change W
- forms to see if the artifact of the Undying was here e

-'somewhere near — or under — Critias’ body.

" Beckett swiing around and was transforming when
% _a' ﬁguré ‘burst from the nearby stairwell and sprinted
over. He was followed a second later by another man
- who stfuggletl to catch up ; -



- Beckett had no choice but to finish returning to his
- human shape — trying to reverse a transformation mid-
~ way through was as easy as stopping mid-sneeze. When
Beckett appeared, as if out of nowhere, the first man skid-
* ded to astop while the second man, still a few yards away,
stumbled and almost fell. Beckett regretted the necessity

~ ofkilling two mortals with bad timing. Then his hackles

raised as the Beast within him shuddered in ancient fem:
: -Whatever it was before him was not mortal T
His L eew St
: ]ust my luck Nlcholas Sforza-Ankhotep com-
3 plalned tono one in particular. “I use up bpth my flash

o scarabs and then the vampire shows up.”
- Hisweary tone covered tremendous anger and frus G

tration. Carpenter’s attack had caught him by surprise

—worse, it had destroyed the compass scarab. Felt like
his wrist was fractured, too, but that was a minor in-
- convenience: Ibrahim was there right away, helpinghim

- up. The two of them were pelting after Carpenter within

" seconds, but the son of a bitch had all the lead he

- needed. He was going for the Heart. And without the

_compass, Nicholas had every chance of losing Carpen-
_ter on the dark city streets if the dead bastard got out of
_ the parking garage before Nicholas could get to him.

+ No sign of Carpenter on the top deck, though, just

- some splattered body. Best guess was thatherandown the
- ramp and out the other side. Nicholas was already angling =

~ for the ramp when a ghul popped up out of nothing. This

~ wasaroad block Nicholas did not need right then.

5 - The vampire looked at him with an expression of - :
ki curi(')sity mixed with fear. That was Nicholas’ best guess,

- anyway; it was a little hard to read blazing red demonic

~eyes. Ibrahim, having run up the stairs after Nicholas,

- took advantage of the distraction to angle around and -

geta clear shot Nncholas ralsed one hancl tohold Ibrahlm



~inplace. Recapfﬂﬁﬁ@ﬁeﬂéartwaé"far more important
~ than duking it out with a ghul. Nicholas would go around

- this creature if he could, through it if he had to; elthet :
: way he wanted to waste as little time as possible. .-

Making things even more complicated, the fisst cop

cars were skidding to a halt down in the street. Nicholas
- puessed they had maybe two minutes before the police found
“them, with Carpenter getting farther away by the sécond.
The vampire was still just standing there checking
him out, so Nicholas took it upon himself to break the
-~ ice. Just then, the ghul said, “You're the mummy, aren’t
~ you?” A ghost of a smile flickered on the edge of its lips.
. “Our business isn’t with you,” Nicholas replied,
avoiding the question. “You just happen to be stand-
ing in the way of where we're headed.” *
The creature appeared to roll that around in'its head.
" Perhaps a second or two later, it took a step back and held
5 nshands—ltslarge,halry clawed hands — up, palms out.
Nicholas shot Ibrahima glance and nodded. They
circled around the vampire and the body on the con-
crete, [brahim keeping his Mac-10 trained on the ghul
“the whole time. It turned with them but otherwise made

- no move. Nicholas felt confident it wouldn't try jump-

_ing them, but he still felt uncomfortable turning his back
~onit. Carpenter and the Heart were what mattered,

though he had no more time to waste on red-eyed frcaks :

Thea S gamble pald off. When she hltGraham whata it
~ever force infused the tattoo on her shoulder erupted ina -

* white flash and asharp crack that lefcher blindand deaf.
 The detonation blew the two of them away from each

other. She slammed her against the table edge and Gra--

~ ham was blasted through the gaping hole in the role of

o mndows She struggled to her feet, her bleary visionjust '




e .f'hakmg outa shape strugglmg at the wmdow Iedge The
: .vamplre had grabbed a spur of safety glass tostop his fall!

~ Even now Graham was levering himself up to
'Ctawl back inside. Thea tried to dredge up one last
“burst of strength to knock the vampire away, but the
effort proved too much. Pain lanced from her side and
sent her tumbling to the floor. Hitting the table had

torn the sutures; Thea felt warmth spread down her '

side as her blood soaked into her sweatshirt. '
“Then a shape stood between her and the vam-

- plre There was yelling and a heavy thud followed by

a tapidly receding scream. Darkness was sweeping

across her senses, but she was with it enough to feel

hands helping her up, supporting her. U

. “Jake,” she croaked “I thnught you saw good

in everything.” - ;

(it “Exceptlon to every rule,”]akc rcp'lted “Come on,- '

Thea Lets get out of here.” '

T -_'oo. : Kh
Bec:kett found the shattered’ pteces of an urn that
reeked of a timeless, dried thing. The contents were

gone, but Beckett could never mistake that scent for

~anything else. He should be able to track the artifact

- when he needed to. Khalid and his cohorts were sure to

be thundering through the streets after it already. The -
Nosferatu primogen needed Beckett’s aid for something;
- he was confident Khalid would be in touch again re- -

garding the matter of Menele and the mummy artifact.

So what next? Khalid was skilled enough to ferret

~ out the mysterious artifact; that left the immortal and

- the hunters. Actually, there was one more element. He
-looked down at the slowly recovering Critias, still amazed

~ attheevidence of a Methuselah’s power. Becketttouched .

~ thesilver bracelet around his wrist and shuddered. -




A wet groan came from the body on the concreteé.
_ Crouching, Beckett saw Critias’ newly-restored eyes
~flicker open and stab him with a piercing glare. The
~ creature’s voice box was not yet restored, but the mes-
 sage was clear enough. “You don t look in the shape o

-'be moved. Are’ you sure—" :

‘An urgent grunt removed any doubt Stlll where L

:. _to go! The police were already sealing off the area.

- Critias was sure to have influence with the authori-
~ties, but he was in no condition to exert it. Beckett i

looked up, a faint noise catching his ear. - :
: The Sears Tower rose before him; a black towér of

: sﬁfety If he could get Critias msrde, his people would :

'_. take care of the rest. So how— - -
- Of course. He seldom used the shape, but it was per- :

fect for situations like this. Focusing his will, Beckett

called forth the change. His face twisted and flattened,
- nose upturning and ears growing huge and hairy. His fin-
pers stretched and grew thin, a leathery membrane -
stretching between them and running down his side. His
- body compressed and sprouted a thick, dark pele. Within
- seconds the transformation was complete, a creaturé nei-
_'.ther man nor beast, but a blending of the two. : - -
“Beckett grabbed the injured Critias in his massnve,

 taloned feet and spread vast; leathery wings. Sweepirighis © .
~ huge bat wings, Beckett lunged into the air. Ashe rose

into the night, a screaming form shot past in the opposite

I. direction. Beckett’s bat-like ears caught the wetsomnd of .

- Graham’s impact on concrete already stained with gore.

v Beckéet porideted the wisdomof flying Critiss back

- up there. A pair of mortals had just launched two vam-
- pires from the Sears Tower. What fate might Beckett

- meet were he to deliver himself into their clutches.

- No, they would be insane to still be there. Besides,




- Beckett had no idéa.Where"elsé’ to take Critias and it -
- wasn’t easy to carry anything very far in this shape.
He'd do a fly-by; if the hunters were still thete, he d

el : try and get Critias to the roof.

- Struggling against dead welght and capncnous winds

S toward the open window — the conference room was

- thankfully clear — Beckett considered letting Critias
“drop. Another fall would be too much for even vener-
“able Critias to survive. Recent events had placed them
in opposing corners, and it would be one less complica:
tion for Beckett to deal with. Conversely, it might be to

" his benefit to have Critias owe him a favor. Yés -agrate-

 ful primogen would certainly have his uses.

; " There was a chancy moment when Beckett had
to furl his wings and rely on momentum to carry him
through the narrow window. Aside from having to
“dump Critias roughly on the table and crashing into
- the far wall before resuming l-ns human form, it went .
off without a hitch. :

He checked on Critias, who seemed to have sub-

~ sided into unconsciousness again to focus on healing him-

- self. Nothing to do but wait until the primogen’s security
showed up. Beckett stepped around the table, following

the heady aroma of fresh blood. He drank in the scent, |

not just o the precious vitae but of the woman fromwhom

it had poured. His nostrils flared, burning the scent-

- memory in'his brain. Then his long, slender tongue poked

! out, flicking over the blood, lapping it up. .

- He considered following his new quau—r}r She and

: her friends were sure to still be in the building some-

- where. But no, it was best to stay here for now, take
full advantage of rescumg Critias. Beckett would not

soon forget the woman’s unique scent. When he was

: _ready, he would make his mtroductlons

e . ol



. Thea slumped 1 next to Jake on the futon in the far -
corner of the efficiency he called home. Margie was
sleeping the sleep of the dead on his bed at the other
end; Thea felt she would soon be out as well. Though

het body was beyond exhausted, her mmd was still |

too wired to let her rest. -

 Jake was silent beside her, lendmg his support w1th e

fis presence. She would be dead now — Margie, too — if
it hadn’t been for the etemally optimistic Jake. His amaz-
ing, brilliant aura had held off crazed vampires, and his .
cool head had led them from the Sears Tower even as the
place crawled with security personnel and police. Thea
was so out of it from bruising and blood loss that she couldn’t -
remember how they made it out. She recalled waiting hours
indarkness, her wound a throbbing ache that closed. Then
there was the scurry outside, the faint first rays of dawn
just topping the buildings around them; a taxi slipping to
the curb just long enough for them to pile in; the hazy
recognition of Lupe Droin, a fellow hunter, behind the
‘wheel; a convoluted, backtracking trip that ended at]ake‘s
place. And now, finally, peace and quiet. | - :
It wouldn’t last, though; Thea knew that as certain
as night followed day. The vampires in the city knew
“who they were. It was a matter of time before they were
tracked down. And Carpenter was still out there some-
where, doing God knew what to his captive, the myste-
‘rious Nicholas Sforza. And then there were Sforza’s men,
- the militant Egyptians with a hard-on for the Heart. If -
any of them were left, they had no idea she and Jake
- didn’t have the damn urn any longer. Thea didn’t know
- what happened to the Canopic jar after she threw it
- through the window, didn’t care. For all she knew, that

- old chubby vampire had caught it, turned into a bat :
~just like the one with the creepy eyes had, and ﬂown i

'off wu:h it. Good nddance, was all she could say




' No, there would be no peace, and the quiet would
~ - end soon enough. Knowing how brief their respite
“would be made it all the more precious. As a peaceful,

- almost beatific look stole! across her face, Thea
: Ghandour dnfted off to sleep.

i Carpemetsankmto dlebac](seat,drltﬂqnglntl'tE(:ab
dnver’s fear. The emotion of one terrified hack wouldn’t be |
~ enough to get him back to full strength, but it sure tasted
good. He might even let the guy live. God knew the poor -
- bastard would never again pick up a fare on a dark comer
' wntlmut first checking if he wasbloody and bume.
‘Carpenter shifted the Colt he’d had in his right
o -holster — his spare;, he supposed he'd have to start
calling it, since he couldn’t do the two gun routine
~with half his left hand — so it kept touching the
cabbie’s neck. With his ruined hand, he pulled a singed
kerchief from his breast pocket and dug around in his -
slacks till he had hold of the object he’d snatched from
a shattered ceramic jar a few minutes before.

The wasted, withered thing he held up scared the ;
bejeezus out of him. It pulsed with such a powerful life
force that he couldn’t stand to look at it. It promised a

- salvation that Carpenter couldn’thave imagined even
~ashort time ago. The mere thought he might hold
- immottality in his hand was more frightening than
anything else he’d ever experienced. Not because liv-
‘ing forever scared him, but because it awakened in
hlm a feelmg he'd lost long ago — - hope.
. . L ] ;
Nlcholas rampaged around the safe house, cursmg
in tongues modern and ancient. Ibrahim stood by, head
- bowed in dismay, saying nothing. Not that Nicholas’
~* diatribe was directed at the sole remaining member of

o RRARI vonow wares




the Eset-a cult dedicated to his service. Ibrahim had
performed as well as could be expected, even wnth two'
bullets in him from that dead bastard’s gun. :
- His anger wasn’t even directed at Maxwell Car-
.penter Not all of it, anyway. That the son of a bitch
had held onto his parody of life somehow and come
after Nicholas yet again was frustrating. That he’d then
stolen the Heart and escaped was incredible. :
~ His anger was directed at himself. Failing to stop
'Carpentcr, Failing to catch the bloodless devil, en-
raged Nicholas Sforza-Ankhotep. He was an immor-
tal, one of the Amenti, the Undying, the Deathless
— amummy. His power was far greater than one sham-
| blmg corpse that refused to admit'it was dead. =
* And yet Nicholas had acted more like the petty
mortal he used to berather than the hand of eternal
justice that he’d become. Despite his mighty spirit,
despite all the magics at his disposal, Nicholas Sforza
had let the Heart escape his grasp. :
Reason returned. Nicholas had made m1stakes,
~and his foes had taken advantage of them. But he was -
still Amenti. He was still chosen of his god Osiris. The
struggle was far from over, and justice would be his.

He had eternity to make it so.
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