Slayer

Table of Contents

Preface

|S NO o0 N 1IN D [ W N =

—
—

W IN N NINNONION == —==]== ]
ERERREREREBERELERGERS

Slayer

By Karen Koehler

This is a work of fiction. All the characters and events portrayed in this book are fictional, and any
resemblance to real people or incidents is purely coincidental.

Page 1



Copyright (c) 1998 by Karen Koehler

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form.

ISBN: 0-7388-4724-0

First Baen eBook edition, September 2001

Distributed by

KHP Industries

http://www.khpindustries.com

Preface

NOTE FROM THE LIBRARIAN:

As a general rule, we only put titles up in the Library which have been published by Baen Books. The
principal reason for this is simply to avoid complications regarding rights with other publishers.

We are making an exception in the case of Karen Koehler's novel SLAYER. Although the novel is

published by another publisher, Karen owns the electronic rights and asked us to put it up in the Library.

Seeing no reason not to, we agreed. Those readers who enjoy the story and would like to obtain it in
paper format can order it through Amazon.com or Barnesandnoble.com or directly from the publisher.

And now, I will turn you over to Karen herself, who wrote a little introduction at my request.

Eric Flint
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Dear Reader:

Welcome to the world of Slayer, a dark universe peopled by vampires, their lovers, allies and hunters.
Here in this dark place nothing is as it seems and there is a bloody war for survival going on in the alleys
and byways of our world. Thank you for taking the time to download and read this ebook, the first in an
ongoing series. The sequel Slayer: Bloodlines, will be emerging (escaping?) in late fall, 2001. But before |
tell you about myself I would like to extend a special thank you to Mr. Eric Flint and Mr. Jim Baen for

including this book in the Baen Free Library, despite my not being a Baen author. Thank you both for the
inclusion.

I was born in the heart of haunted New England in 1973 and use this as a viable excuse for the literature
[ write. (Hehehehe.) Early in life I was lucky enough to be exposed to some of the most talented and
prominent writers of modern SF and fantasy literature today, including Isaac Asimov, Anne Rice,
Mercedes Lackey, Tanith Lee, Kristine Katherine Rusch and Ray Bradbury.

As a sidenote, SLAYER now has a fan site located at

http://www.ursamultimedia.S0megs.com

and the book is now available in trade paperback format. Purchase it online at

http://www xlibris.com/slayer.html

or at your favorite online books outlet.

Y ours most Sinisterly,

Karen Koehler
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"Sweet Sorrows" appears courtesy of Wayne Heath and Black Death Music.
Copyright (c) 1998 by Wayne Heath.

Sorrow churning up inside
Deep within it does reside
Pushing you towards homicide

Retribution I do command
Into you it does expand
This thing you can't withstand

So scream if you can
Slow to understand
I've been there and I always have

Dreading your fears

To you they do adhere
And becoming a prison cell
Your neverending living hell

Sweet is my embrace
Propelling you towards disgrace
Constricting your breathing space

Punishment I demand
Gaining the upper hand
Destroying this your wonderland

So scream if you can
Slow to understand
I've been there and I always have

Dreading your fears

To you they do adhere
And becoming a prison cell
Your neverending living hell

Hell to you I bestow
You're beginning to overflow
With this my final death blow

Moving slowly master hand
Hour glass out of sand
Welcome to No Man's Land

So scream if you can
Slow to understand
I've been there and I always have

Dreading your fears
To you they do adhere
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And becoming a prison cell
Y our neverending living hell

Wayne Heath
"Sweet Sorrow"

Having a great deal of time on their hands, and being a relatively closed society, all vampires were
natural gossips. The old proverb which stated that one can trust only the dead with one's secrets did not
take into account the vampire. They lived on secrets as much as on blood. They were avid voyeurs by
nature. And what was gossip--and vampirism--but the act of subsisting on another's life? The slayer
knew then, accordingly, that the story circulating around the East Village and parts of SoHo and
Prospect Park had been embellished many times over and bore little if any resemblance to the truth. Still,
he was prepared for anything. What else could he do? He could no more preguess an unstudied
vampire's reaction to an affront then he could pick through the tatters of downtown hearsay and
determine the ultimate truth--if indeed one existed.

In any event, Empirius, the proprietor of the Abyssus, a lower Lower East Side nightclub, and master of
the hive of vampires contained therein, invited him in graciously. The slayer bowed low and kissed his
ring. "Your Grace."

"Welcome," Empirius said in his sibilant whisper. He was impeccably dressed, of course--grey Armani
suit, red silk blouse, a gold papal cross pinned up tight under his chin. His dark blonde hair was combed
straight back and tied in a three-inch ponytail, noticeable when he canted his head to one side like a
curious cat. His eyes were tiny but brilliant, the black overexpanded irises reflecting the candlelight like
chips of flint. His smile showed a row of perfect teeth. "You look most...disarming tonight, Master Alek."

The old vampire had enough class not to say anything in response to the slayer's long-coated
appearance, but he could not help but keep a malicious splinter of glee out of his bloodshot eyes.
Already he was thinking of what outrageous tales he would spin for his thralls after this night was done. A
slayer here to brush against the souls of the outcast in his coat and cloak of long long hair, a warrior who
wore his armor on the inside, Death, not Red but black and white--white-faced and black-clad, the
lottery cast. But for whom? his Judastine eyes asked.

The pit was crowded tonight. Amongst the stained-glass images of redemption and repentance, the low
stone altars and statues carved with sensual reverence and the sparse illumination of a multitude of votive
candles the humans served. Spare, white-pale bodies like slaughtered swans, but alive, or nearly so.
"Take me," they said to the slayer mistakenly, and "My blood is young." Others lied. "I've never been
tasted" and "A virgin's nectar is the sweetest". It was their thoughts, their living emotions as much as their
words that the slayer encountered as he made his way to the bar.

The club was a swamp of incense, sandalwood or clove or some such sweet smoke undercut by the hot
metallic tang of blood and passion. The slayer spotted a beautifully androgynous vampire bleeding a
mortal boy perhaps no more than fifteen years. The boy's white flesh looked nearly translucent, the ropes
of his young veins strained near to the point of collapse. It was probably his duty to intervene, the slayer
thought, except that from the gleam of old knowledge in the vampire's eye, the boy was probably a
tenfold safer in its arms than on the street or in the overfilled holding cell of the communal NYPD bullpen
downtown.

Still, the sight of the vampire's languid slat-ribbed whore sent a shiver down the slayer's spine. He'd been
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outside this crowd too long. He supposed he'd begun to believe on some subconscious level the esthetic
tales of cinema vampires and vampire novels, the black cloaks and garlic and coffins and casual murders.
If the vampire race were that stupid and evil it would not have survived this long. The boy, like so many
other whores in other parts of the city, would probably be leading a miserable life as slave to vice and
one human pimp or other were it not for this vampire.

The slayer moved on.

Salvadori was behind the bar tonight. Greased and pin-striped, he looked as much the part of the
Sicilian goodfellow as Marlon Brando ever did in his heyday. He nodded at the slayer's approach and
started the workings of a Long Island Ice Tea before the slayer shook his head no. Sal's eyebrows
peaked. On duty?

"Good crowd?" the slayer asked, coming abreast with the bar.

"Always. Someone new every night. Don't know where they all come from. Masochism seems to be the
thing. Must be the new city legislative."

"Possibly. So who's new?"

Sal shrugged. "No new vamps, just victims. Everyone wants to be a victim." He dropped his voice to a
whisper and glanced around conspiratorially, "Personally, I think they just want to feel sorry for
themselves, if you know what [ mean."

Sal was a monster and a murderer, but no liar. There were no new vampires here that the slayer was
consciously aware of. Disciples, yes, there were always those--deviants and lowlifes and groupies behind
the mask of sanctified stone and veil, mortal prostitutes who serviced their masters' needs in exchange for
the rare sweet high of blood loss that could be achieved through no known conventional drug. Then there
were those who believed like a religion in their hearts that if they commingled with the vampires they
might somehow mystically gain the rare genetic factor that permanently separated the breeds. But nothing
save the young boy from earlier was suspect here. Empirius ran his hive like a militia, with strict attention
to etiquette. He never allowed rogues to remain within the walls of his establishment for very long. Bad
for business. If it got around the East Village that he was letting the psychotic muck of vampire society
into his hive, if bodies started turning up in the Hudson, the mortals were more apt to pilgrimage to some
of the safer uptown clubs to get their fixes. Something like that could ruin a reputation.

Which led to another line of thinking.

"Where's Akisha?" the slayer asked.

Sal shrugged. "With Empirius?" He was shooting seltzer into a glass, trying to avoid talk and trying
unsuccessfully to be casual about it. The slayer knew Sal had no more love of police than any of his
mortal associates had during Prohibition. And with Coven there was always an added aspect of mortal
danger.

"Empirius is alone," the slayer stated. "Don't fuck me around, Sal."

Sal held up his hands in defense. "Probably she's upstairs, sulking over some young god of a child. You
know Akisha." He moved evasively to the side to attend a newcomer.

The slayer let him go. There was no reason to detain the barkeep over what was obvious. If he knew
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Akisha--and he thought he did--Salvadori was probably right. Among other talk in the Village was rumor
that Akisha was phasing herself out of vampire society. The once-proud and arrogant Black Queen was
skulking free of her admirers' attention like some aging Hollywood actress craving the dark to hide her
many shames. Some said it was age; other said it was Empirius's victory in dissolving her former Upper
West End hive, the fortress of the mad vampire cum alchemist Carfax. It was rumored that Akisha wept
for the first time in two centuries the day Carfax was brought to bay by the Coven and destroyed. Was it
not so far-fetched then to believe that her subsequent forced bonding to Empirius might have caused her
enough bitterness to want to tarnish the name of her new lover with a few heinous crimes?

A darkness flickered at the tail of the slayer's eye and here she came, the mistress of the hive, the
devilless herself, like something conjured by thought alone. She looked twenty-five or thirty, dressed in a
black leather motorcycle jacket, short shiny-black pageboy hair contrasting beautifully with her very
white skin, smooth and poreless like the best Han jade. Her left nostril was pierced through with a length
of narrow chain that found its glittering way to her left ear. For the past year or so Empirius's mate had
been experimenting with the hip-punk Lower East Side look so popular in the club and sub-culture
scene, yet even so she had managed to loose nothing of the regalcy--or ferocity--of her rich old shugo
blood. Her eyes moved analytically across the room, then snapped around to find the slayer sitting alone
and conspicuous in the center of her lover's hive.

"Alek," she said, coming upon him immediately. "It has been a long time, hasn't it? Business or pleasure?"
She raised one raven-black brow in blatant challenge.

And he wanted nothing more than to answer her with a gentlemanly smile and respond the latter, but the
night was wearing on, the random murders in the East Village accumulating, and the Coven's business
could be put off only so long.

The long darkly paneled room above the club was respected by all in the hive as Akisha's private space,
a place of interrupted retreat where the mistress of the hive could lock herself away when her thinking
grew too complex for distraction or she wanted to be alone with one of her boys. According to the
stories the slayer had heard, not even Empirius was welcome here. So it came as something of a surprise
when Akisha invited the slayer up.

She lit a single candle and set it on the mantle as the slayer wandered soundlessly down the chamber.
No less than four paintings of Akisha lined the gallery at the far end. The oldest was an ornately Romantic
nude, possibly Matisse, except the colors looked too dark. A Klimt then. Changeless eternal Akisha. In
every incarnation she had the same narrow hips and small high young-girls breasts, the slender long legs
and warrior's muscle tone, the same somber dark eyes and shimmering furlike hair. The second portrait
was a Weimer Berlin, by the slayer's educated guess, this one a fully-clothed Akisha in SS uniform. Long
hair scraped back and severe, she stared out of the portrait with damning eyes, expression grimly defiant
in a 1930's world that had gone mad around her. The third was a 1960's-style psychedelic kitsch of red
and purple with a mermaid Akisha superimposed over a blazing red sun presumably going supernova on
her.

The final painting was done by the slayer himself, with Akisha very much like she was right now, dressed
in black satin and steel, her hair an arrogantly streaming cloak at her back. Although a product of the
Absolute Realism school the slayer belonged to, the picture showed Akisha as only one of her own kind
would see her, eyes diamond-hard and predatory and scarcely able to hide an ages-old sorrow and lust.

Without ado, or excuse, Akisha went to a low stone divan and lay down over the gracefully slumbering
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body of her newest interest. A college boy he looked like, someone scarcely out of his virgin skin where
vampire whores were concerned--his body had not yet acquired the gaunt paleness or loss of muscle
tone so evident of an old hack. Holding the young man's body like a strange, Eastern-inspired Madonna,
Akisha lapped like a wolf at the rivulets of blood coursing down his face from the crown of barbed wire
the slayer assumed the mistress herself had affixed to his shaven head.

The slayer shifted uncomfortably, turned away and began wandering among the tomes of Akisha's vast
library, glancing at the swirl marks of fingerprints on ancient leather spines, the French and Portuguese
and Cantonese gold leaf wearing to near unreadability. He let out his breath and sucked in the cottony
scent of parchment and old oil paint and blood and sex in the room. He sighed. He was suddenly weary.
At the end of the room he turned around and studied the living fresco before him. "Tell me, have you and
Empirius been fighting again, Akisha?" he began.

The young man stirred in his sleep and Akisha made motherly cooing noises until he was still again. She
kissed his cheek like a young girl biting into a new golden fruit. She said, "He is master, [ am his wench.
What is there to fight about?"

The words were supposed to sound off-handed, he supposed, but the bitterness in Akisha's voice was
unmistakable. In many ways, the slayer could not blame her for that. Vampire society was by its very
nature a primitive, essentially patriarchal setup. Males guarded their harems of females jealously, with the
bloodbound females forcibly dependent on them for protection during those periods called the
Bloodletting which struck them annually and transformed them into creatures little better than frenzied
lionesses. It was a condition that made them captive inside even the lenient circles of their own kind.
Feminism and independence were difficult to cultivate in a race so dependent on its second half. Were
something terrible to befall Empirius, Akisha would be forced to find another master to bind her or die on
her own, unbound, within a year. She could have done worse in the slayer's opinion; she could be bound
to a far crueler master than Empirius. She could still be bound to Carfax, who'd had trouble discerning
the difference between friend and experimental guinea pig. So in many ways she was right in her rage, but
wrong in its direction. After all, to say she was cherished by Empirius was to say night is dark.

The slayer shook his head. "You're being evasive, treating me like police, Akisha."

"Are you in uniform?" She smiled with smeared red lips. "I think you are. You are like the Stazi now, or
the Gestapo." She sucked in a breath, filtering a world of tastes through her Jacobson's organ, laying his
intentions--including the forty inches of oiled steel under his coat--completely bare. "Yes," she said, her
eyes slipping shut. "Like Gestapo, the sword is almost drawn."

It was difficult to guess if she was talking figuratively or not. The slayer approached her, his leather
greatcoat drifting ambient as wings around his ankles. Akisha lifted her attention to meet him, her eyes
gleaming in the semigloom as if she would welcome him to her little personal orgy if she could. If she
thought he would stoop to that level. So beautiful were those eyes. Like black Caribbean pearls. The
slayer went to one knee before the divan and put the back of his hand to her white cheek. He tried to see
deep but Akisha's age and power prevented his penetration. Her motorcycle jacket was unzipped and he
followed instead the chain around her neck to the miniature sickle of obsidian dangling between her
breasts. It glimmered there like a talon and he found himself all but mesmerized by it as he spoke. "Are
you in your period, Akisha? Tell me."

Akisha dropped her eyes to her beautiful young victim. Like the others, a swan, a crimson swan. Yet he
breathed, his life's thythm steady and sound. A look almost of profound insight seemed to hover at the
edges of his expression. Undoubtedly he was having the deepest, most evocative dreams of his young
life. Like some worshiper of the waterpipe in a London opium den, a bomb could have fallen over the
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city and he would remain undisturbed in his mistress' playground of the mind.
"Does it seem that I am?" Akisha asked innocently.

The slayer glanced aside and said, "The city is understandably disturbed by these murders. Missing
children, rumors of bodies picked clean of meat, of blood. The police are calling it Vulture Murders. You
can imagine." He found himself whispering as though her victim were a young child in need of his sleep.
And surely he was; how else would he endure yet another night of so dark a passion with his mistress?
The thought caused a stir deep in the slayer's belly and loins that he put aside immediately as ridiculous
emotional shrapnel from another life. "This thing--it could have repercussions. The stories...I'm only
seeking the truth."

She watched him intimately. She smiled. So near and tainted with her lover's life and her face gained a
wistfullness the slayer sometimes wondered if only he ever saw in it. "And so the Coven sends forth their
gallant knight-errant to slay the dragon. How old-fashioned. What about the other possibility? This is
New York. Human beings are still capable of deviant behavior, or has the Coven forgotten that?"

"That possibility exists," he admitted. "I'm not certain if they suspect someone or if they merely feel the
need to investigate. But either way, it's become my problem." He stopped speaking.

Akisha was reaching for him. He closed his eyes and followed her presence as it closed in on him over
the prone body of the child. It glowed darkly, her presence, like a living cloak. He shifted his weight and
moved his hand down an inch. He automatically brushed the hilt of the sword under his coat.

Akisha's bitterly-sweet lips hovered an inch from his throat. "You still don't trust me, do you, Alek?" she
said. "So long I've known you, known all your secrets and not spoken a word. But you will not trust

n

me...
He waited in defiance of her words. No razor-sharp instrument slashed his face or cut his lip or throat.
He opened his eyes and there was just Akisha in all her cold black and white beauty, waiting without
patience. He shook his head and looked away. "Y ou have the Book of Deborah on that shelf over
there," he said. "One of the Apocryphal books. It was edited from the final text of the Bible in the Tenth
Century by King James."

"You are changing the subject.”

"No," he looked up into her proud exotic face, "this is the subject."

"What? Censorship?"

"Yes," he said. "No one ever gets the whole story. Only fragments, rumor. But rumor is dangerous. A
rumor can destroy a man. Or a species."

Akisha locked her jaw.

He touched her hair compulsively. Oriental silk. Real when so much else was not. "Tell me the story. Tell
me who is murdering those children. [ have to know, Akisha. I can't walk away otherwise."

"Empirius," she said, closing her eyes, "does not harbor rogues."

"Perhaps he does not know this one well enough."
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"Empirius knows everything about everyone."
"Then perhaps he is being set up by someone wanting his downfall?"

Akisha laughed. "With Empirius gone [ would be sole ruler of the vampires here until I became again
bound. My period is in three months. Do you think I am doing all this terrible murder so Empirius is
ruined and I am widowed and powerful for all of ninety days?"

He shook his head at her wryness and wound a lock of her hair around his finger. He sensed her
cold--her sudden thrill of fear for him because he was one of the few threats she still continually faced in
her unchanging, uncomplicated life. "I think you know much," he said. "You always did."

Again the innocence like a little-loved veil seemed to fall all over Akisha's face. Her sudden look was
feverish, almost desperate to speak. And yet she held it all in perfect disciplinarian check. "I think," she
said after a moment, "that you should join us tonight, unseen. I can tell you no more than that."

As the slayer wandered down the streets he noticed men and women walking past on either side,
completely unaware of what moved in their midst.

It was late Sunday afternoon and the tourists were emerging from Broadway matinees and dinner at
Mama Leone's and being safely bussed back to their suburbs in Jersey and Connecticut. There was a
young mother with a little girl standing outside of the Winter Garden Theatre where it seemed Cats had
been playing forever. The little girl, whose eyes had been turned forlornly at the wintry grey sky only a
moment ago, suddenly dropped her gaze and centered it on him.

And for one spare moment he saw himself through her eyes--long black scarecrow hair, leather
longcoat, the undulating sensuality of a black snake that she had seen in a school film only a few days
ago--and he caught himself like a vain man with the annoying habit of studying his reflection in every
facade of glass and mirror, and tucked his conscious eye back into the pocket of his own flesh.

Her eyes widened. What did she see? Only a tall strange man all in black? Or was it death-in-waiting? If
only he could know. The girl turned to tell her mother, but already he was gone, dissolved back into the
irreverent current of society where the carpet of concrete could usher him along anonymously toward the
place where all his decisions would be made in only a few hours.

"The day before He suffered to save us and all men, he took offering in his hands and looking up to
heaven, to you, his almighty Father, he gave you thanks and praise. He broke the bread, gave it to his
disciples, and said: Take this, all of you, and eat it: this is my body which will be given up for all of you.
When the supper had ended, he took the cup. Again he gave you thanks and praise, gave the cup to his
disciples, and said: Take this, all of you, and drink from it: for it is the blood of the new and everlasting
covenant. It will be shed for you and for all so that sins may be forgiven. Do this in memory of me.

"My people, let us proclaim the mystery of faith. Our Father, we celebrate the memory of Christ, your
son. We your people and ministers recall his passion, his Resurrection and his Ascension, and from the
many gifts you have given us we offer to you, God of glory and life eternal, this holy and perfect sacrifice:
this child of God who is now the body of Christ and the cup of eternal salvation which is His life's blood."
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For a moment Empirius glanced down at the child bound to the blood-blackened altar at the center of
his club. The look clouding the child's eyes was one of utter doom. Not forced worldly misery as like so
many of the children which visited the club and mingled with the damned, but true bone-quaking fear.
Empirius smiled on him in the smallest, most meaningful way. Then he took up the steel knife lying beside
the chalice on the pall and, with that gesture, dragged the instrument across the boy's throat. Blood
pumped out of the open wound, washing the altar stone, darkening it farther. The child frantically gulped
as his life pulsed out of his body in thick almost-purple pulses. Empirius placed the chalice under the
torrent of blood and filled it halfway to the rim with the hot crimson liquid. An audible sigh, almost as
great as a sung note, ran through the congregation of vampires gathered for Mass as the air became
charged with the radiant fragrance of life eternal.

"Jesus took bread, and blessed it, and broke it, and gave it to his disciples, and said, "Take: eat, this is
my body, broken for you." And with that and a surgeon's precision, Empirius sliced deep into the meat of
the boy's side.

Alone in the aftermath of Mass--by now the others returned to their warrens and city
apartments--Empirius knelt down before the altar and sipped the remaining blood off the stone. The
warmth entered the frozen labyrinth of his metabolism like the merest whimper compared to the raw
primal roar of a true feeding, a true death. No matter how many times he tried to convince himself that
the mechanics of this outlet might indeed be the redemption he and his people had been seeking so long,
he could never overcome his contempt for the process, for the policing of slayers and the Coven and all
the things that existed to deaden the rage of the hunt to him and to his fellows. Cursed by memory and by
age, he still recalled in his private moments the sweet burning red rage of the predatory hunt and kill, the
food of victory. For all the many miseries his state of existence had cost him, the days of mankind's
ignorance and the vampire's absolute freedom were ingrained in his makeup for all time, never, never did
he want the memories to fade, the lust to let him go. Even as his fingernails dug into the soiled stone and
his lips sought even the smallest warmth remaining, specters of past victims surrounded him, mocking him
with their ultimate victory: The great and ancient Venetian vampire lord Empirius, and here he scrabbled
at the blood of the dead like a starved creature!

He sat back quite suddenly. A door had closed at the back of the vacant club, the sound as great as a
gunshot in the silent chamber. In the corner of the catwalk that circumvented the pit a figure materialized,
dark on dark, too dark for even Empirius to recognize it at first. He jerked backwards a step and
narrowed his eyes. "Who's there? Akisha?" he asked hopefully. "Sal?"

The slayer stepped forward formally, a hand on the hilt of his sword in the event Empirius drew a
challenge, and began the slow descent down the grilled steps into the pit. It would have been over much
faster in a surprise affront, the slayer knew that--faster and far tidier--but nowhere near what he wanted.
A dead vampire, no answers to his many questions--no.

"Ah.. Master Alek."

The slayer sighed heavily. "I thought perhaps it was one of your young thralls, one of their perversities,"
he whispered. "But you?" He tilted his head. "Empirius?"

The vampire's pose relaxed. In less than a blink of an eye he went from absolute guard to absolute
openness, as if he'd come to the conclusion that there was nothing to defend, no reason to panic and
work his persuasion now. He would not beg. The slayer knew that.
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"How did you see?" he asked, taking a step forward in defiance of fear, tilting his head, as
expressionless as a cat. "Where were you? Not among the Mass? You couldn't have seen--"

"I saw through your eyes, Your Grace."

Empirius laughed appreciatively, wiping the blood from his face. "And I did not even feel your presence
inside of me. God bless him, Amadeus must be a proud man to have such an acolyte as you, Master
Alek."

Like a man hefting a lead weight--in such a manner did the slayer draw his sword on reaching the
bottom of the pit. It all but sung in the spare silver light of the slumbering city filtering in through the
stained blue glass of the windows. For the first time in many years, the slayer felt its streamlined weight in
his wrist and elbow. Quite absently, as if to put off the task at hand, he glanced sidelong at the intricate
engravings in the ivory of the katana, the battles fought, won and lost, that predated him by half a
millennium. Stories. Mythos. One of them was Akisha's tale of the peasant girl who donned the garb of
her brother and went on to influence the ninja jonin so completely. The same story, incidentally, was
reproduced just as beautifully in one of the windows of the club.

He said, "Why, Your Grace?" He shook his head, trying to find Akisha's story in glass. "Your reputation
was admirable. Mortals donated their blood and bodies to your flock every night. You wanted for
nothing. Why bring yourself to this ?"

Empirius smiled as he considered his blood-soiled altar. Dressed now in his papal robes and dark purple
mantle as he was, he cut the figure of an ancient like few vampires could. It was his eyes; the age was
less a parody in them than most. When he spoke of the Crusades, the Reformation, it was with a jaded
wisdom not to be found in any but the oldest of souls. He said now with muted amazement, "Do you
know, Master Alek, that many of my flock have grown to consume flesh with little or no problem? Even
some of the elders?"

"I noticed. Why do I care? Why do you ?"

Again Empirius laughed, this time with disgust. "When God put you together, my slayer, He was kind
and brilliant, to be sure. And because of that fact, or perhaps despite it, you are an ignorant creature.
You, the evolved, have never had to subsist on blood. How could you know the wonder of what you
beheld this night?" He spread his hands as though to bestow a benediction. "The glory of it?"

The slayer stepped forward and Empirius's attention automatically snapped to the sword at the slayer's
side. "What I beheld was a felony . What I beheld could easily raise a third Inquisition. I fail to see the
religious significance of that ."

"[ am curing my people with salvation."

"There is no salvation for us," the slayer whispered. "There is only control. Don't make excuses."

"I am not. You want answers to my intentions. I am giving them to you."

The slayer let out his breath and the temperature inside the club was so low it plumed like a ghost in the
dark. For a moment the clockless silence seemed to echo to the very height and breadth of this

converted machineshop. "And," he said, "do they believe that--do they believe that your communion will
save them?"
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"Why do you care?" Empirius mocked him.
"I don't. I just want to know."

"Vampires believe no more in heaven or hell than mortal man. No angels or devils make themselves
apparent to us, no matter what the paperback lies say," Empirius answered. "I am sorry if this disappoints
you, my slayer, but it is true. It is all a matter of Faith."

"And do you believe in your salvation?" the slayer whispered. His voice sounded deadened, as if the
club were unwilling to let his words go.

"I believe as much in my faith and my purpose as the pope does his."
"And what does that mean?"

"Nothing," said Empirius. "It means nothing. You did not come here to duel in philosophies with an old
man. You came here to fulfill your master's will. So let it be." Unlacing his fingers, the old vampire
genuflected before his altar and placed his ear to the bloodstained surface of it. He closed his eyes, his
mouth a straight severe line of determined surrender.

For a moment the slayer was disoriented and he wondered if Empirius was working some form of
influence over him. A large part of him stood ambivalent to the entire thing like the observer of a stage
play, and that part wondered wistfully if there would be a happy ending after all. But a greater part knew
the answer to that question. There were no happy endings, just inevitable conclusions. The Coven would
not have taken notice of this situation if anything but this type of work was required. The vampires
policed themselves. The Coven made it so. If justice was not metered out just so, the mechanics by
which the vampires had come to terms with Rome and human civilization would be jeopardized.

Yet that wasn't enough this time. Jesus, but Empirius was all but a celebrity in his people's mind. And the
slayer realized he had to reach farther this time--for a fault, for the unrelieved fear in the dead boy's eyes,
the passion of panic that had made them shine so like the eyes of a roadkilled animal, alive but not alive--

The young body had been picked clean by the congregation, the body drained like a wineskin. The
slayer closed his eyes and reformed the child's face in the private slideshow of his mind, his drowning,
contorting face, the regret of his brief life stamped so cruelly on his features. And with that vision, he
asked himself why he had waited till the end, what madness had held him sealed to the spot outside the
club and enthralled his mind and body. And in response to that he swept forward with the dangerous
catlike grace so long ingrained in his makeup and training and he took a handful of Empirius's hair in his
fist and jerked the sharp of the sword across the back of Empirius's neck like a man wrenching a lever
into activation and he closed his eyes and heard nothing but the pattering of loosened life, of fingernails
screeking on altarstone in a dying deathgrip, and the sound filled his head like a migraine and pained his
teeth.

Akisha sat bolt upright in the black satin bed she shared with her bonded mate, and her involuntary shout
was a wolthowl of agony and release both.

Page 13



The letting of blood stained the four walls of the club and the floor like paint across an artist's loft.

The slayer went to the bar and uncorked a bottle of Russian White, pouring three-finger's worth into a
glass stein. On the floor lay the body of Empirius, mangled in death and beauty. Another swan, but
slaughtered, this one. Eternal in death and touched by silver light. It lay crumpled and fetal and awaiting
the strange funerary practices of his kind--the loving evisceration and ritual consumption of the vitals and
fluids, the butterflied flesh allowed to smolder in the rising day--the practices the slayer himself could
scarcely remember they were so strange. He took a quick pull off the whiskey bottle, then stepped
forward, walking on the blood of the creature, and retrieved the severance where it had rolled just behind
the altar. He dropped it into the gunny sack tied to his belt under his coat. The will of the master, of the
Coven, be fulfilled, he thought as he ignored the slam of the body which had fallen to the floorboards
above his head, the ratlike scritch of fingernails seeking purchase in pain and release. Akisha would
survive her freedom like she survived her bondage. Akisha, in her cunning, had outlived nations.

Her revenge was complete.

The Coven's will--fulfilled.

Taking the bottle, the slayer retreated to the door of the club, his eyes full of liquid night and a hand
pressed to his mouth to stop the first cup coming back up his throat.

A letter from His Eminence Cardinal Henri Guiseppe, Special Attendant to His Holiness and Chairman
of the Vatican Historical Board to Father Joshua Benedictine, Representative of the New York Branch
of the Vatican Historical Council, postdated February 11, 1962:

Brother Joshua:

1t pains me to be the harbinger of news that things do not go well. It seems that for every loose
thread we cut, two more appear to take its place. Last night I discovered one such loose thread is
a vampire of Genevan descent by the name of Father Paris, a priest of the Order of the Sacred
Heart. I do not know how he escaped our most excellent detection, but he absurdly poses as one
of us, and he has apparently been living under this guise since the first Inquisition.

What's more, the brothers have discovered certain documents missing from the vaults. Among
them, most disturbingly, the Ninth Chronicle.
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Understandably, this discovery has caused us more than a little concern. Our investigation of the
theft has left us to believe Paris has a number of agents and human familiars at work at
undermining our work both in Rome as well as in the States.

At this juncture, knowing that the Final Purge is rapidly drawing near, I have decided to take
drastic measures to protect our interests. Paris and his agents must be eliminated, the Chronicle
returned to us immediately. Through my sources I have determined that Paris has in fact sent the
Chronicle on to New York and will be meeting with an agent of his circle by the name of Byron. I
formerly ask that you set your Covenmaster to the task of rendezvousing with this human heretic
and his hellspawn master, since I can think of no better agent than your "white angel" to
accomplish the near impossible. The Council had issued you a line of credit for your convenience
and shall hold a seat in abeyance for your most austere presence at the conclusion of this mission.
As in any war, casualties are expected and expendable.

Time is of the essence. Our duty must be carried out in the name of God at any costs. I will
remain here and dispatch any and all remaining agents, as well as any others who might have
been made to believe the information contained within the Chronicle without the book as proof.
Though there are always unforeseen difficulties, I am confident the book will be in my hands and
Paris's head upon the slayers' altar within the week. Should any other complications arise, I will
notify you at once.

Yours in Christ,

Henri

3

New York City, Present Day

In the end it was a typical Braxton show, big and gaudy, Manhattan fare for the socially overfed, but
dull, uninspired. Passionless. Sexless. Twenty-five pieces filled the gallery, every one of them a
toothache. And the guests no better, there not to see but to be seen. What had he expected? It was no
longer 1957 and in the world of painters there were no more explosions of passion. Chagall and Picasso
had taken it all. Bauhaus was dead, Impressionism commercialized.

Awash in an ocean of rosy mortals he moved, sipping from a sauterne, nodding at the witty comments

and praises, the theoretical center of attraction. He saw crones garroted by Bette Davis boas, men in
penguin suits. The diamonds hurt his eyes. He had thought of canceling the show, but, Jesus, you just
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didn't cancel a show with Braxton, a show you'd had scheduled for over two years, not unless you were
ready to admit your life was over.

Hot in here. Someone murmured the damning word Bosch on looking into his only favorite and it was
enough. It was over. He went out into the night.

Cold, but he liked it, breathed it in deeply. Snow tonight, maybe tomorrow. It would make the city look
almost clean. He walked, enjoying his great escape. He let his coat fall open, undid his hair to float
behind him in his wake like a veil. Better. Mmm. The air was almost sweet. Who would notice the void
he'd made?

He was in sight of the East Village now. It stretched away beneath him, the last bit of purple evening
clinging to the street and the sloping roofs of the shops. He heard the rush of battlerap in passing, the
hydroplaning of too many expensive cars piloted by uptown hoods. Italian and Middle Eastern cooking
vied for independence over the street. He passed Oriental and Armenian green grocers closing up shops,
and most or all looked up at him, offered him a customary Village nod or an Evenin' Meesta' Knight if
he'd shopped recently. He nodded in return and moved on, his tall narrow fame reflected in distortions in
the shop windows.

Crossing Madison to his studio, he glanced up the hill at Sam's Place where it teetered on the Upper
Westside and was almost a cafe, thought of stopping in for a nightcap, then moved on. Not tonight. It
was that time of the month again and he needed to make a pilgrimage to Amadeus House, unburden
himself, and it wouldn't do for him to have his mind all muddied up by a wallbanger that had no immediate
intention of letting him go.

He let himself into the studio, shed his greatcoat, and let it fall to the hardwood floor in a heap. Next
came the black Nehru jacket and the blood-drop brooch at the throat of his shirt. Vincent greeted him in
the dark with his green jewel-glowing eyes. He scooped the cat up and carried it with him to the
ass-wide galley kitchen at the back of the renovated space. Vincent meowed, his one orphan ear
twitching toward the fridge like a signal. He poured the cat a platter of milk. A glass for himself. Touch of
Vermouth. He took one sip and sent the rest down the drain. No. Not tonight, damnit, he reminded
himself. He sighed. Do it.

The studio lights still out and only a weak filtering of peachy phosphorescence from the sodium lights on
the street to cast Vincent's shadow as big as a tiger on the wall, he stepped up to his bedroom on the
undivided upper level and pulled open the closet door. He spent a moment picking at the newest
bloodstain on the battered and creased greatcoat, then slid it off the hanger and shrugged into the
creaking ten-pound mass of leather. From the space below the floorboards he exhumed the leaden gunny
sack and affixed it to his belt. He pulled forth the katana last, pausing briefly to stroke the intricacies of
the pommel's engravings.

He frowned. Something wrong somewhere...

He knelt down on the floor, the sword between his knees, the tip grooving yet another hole in the naked
oaken floorboards. He balanced his mind, sharpening it. The wood was warm and solid under him, the
sweat cold on his brow, the silence heady and unbroken. Acrylics and lead-kohl and the presence of
those many who had lived and worked and died here clung like phantomlike incense to the walls. He
shrugged off the ghosts and the silence, the studio, everything.

He felt his mind drift like a nightbird with its two black absorbing eyes. He felt it pierce the distance. He
feltit see . He rose up and up like a spire, and then he was high above the city and floating, flying,
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bodiless, a thrill cold like death in his heart and throat.

It was going on a little after midnight and the lights of the Chrysler Building and its old adversary the
Empire State had already been turned off, but the rest of New York City glowed like a rare collection of
jewels. He saw dark, star-shot towers corkscrewed to sword-points; he saw cabs, cars and limousines
moving up and down the glittering canyons of the streets and avenues; he saw, beneath those streets,
subways rolling and rumbling like a whole subterranean city; he saw clubs, restaurants, cafes and hotels
open and cramped wet and warm with life; he saw people strolling along sidewalks or staggering
drunkenly or drugged; he saw fencers and hustlers and prostitutes plying their trades; a voyeur like all of
his kind, he saw behind the curtained windows of a million apartments, and there he saw people staring
bovinely at the gospel of their flickering television sets, he saw them read and fight and mate and despair
in what they perceived as their safe and private hostels; he saw that, in the duration of a minute, someone
died, someone was born, and someone else murdered; he saw and was witness to the whole of this filthy,
beautiful, unkempt city throbbing with human life laid so open and naked to his special vision. But though
he saw so much so completely as if with a minor god's limited omnipotence, he found with time that his
attention was inescapably drawn to a triviality--a new snowfall gathering like sapphire on the backs of
carriage horses and on the battered tarpaulin of the children's carousel in the center of Central Park.

He lingered a moment there, but only that. Addictions came in all forms. With a last long look at the
almost full, dirty red moon hanging low in the sky over Queens, his mind dipped, settling like a pigeon
that knows its roost well. He opened his eyes. He was warm and calm now and all the knots were loose.
He stretched, letting that stretch take him to his feet.

Slipping the katana into the lining of his coat, he moved to the web-frosted window which looked east
out over the clogged arteries of the city. In it was blue February and the filth and the evening and the cold
beauty of a modern city built on ancient bedrock. The misty tops of skyscrapers jabbed like a collection
of glittering weapons into the soft underbelly of a stormy night sky. The snow fell ceaselessly as it was
wont to do now, with a ferocity that made one wonder if some deity were not trying to grout out all the
filthy alleys and byways of the city by night.

Vincent jumped to the windowsill, startling him. Silly animal. He set the cat down and slid the window
open. Then he himself leapt catlike to the narrow ledge outside, not teetering, balancing himself expertly
between the empty, frozen flowerpots. He crouched low, the snow slashing his face like swords, numb to
the cold, his mind and eye as sharp as a bird of prey. Glancing sidelong, he saw Vincent looking out at
him with bitter insult as if to say, You are not cat, why can you do what I can?.

He shook himself, breathed in the white cold and the spicy fumes of the city and the filth and the blood
and the life and the death of the night. Then he, Alek Knight, artist and slayer, creator and destroyer,
dropped--primly, silently--to the alley floor forty feet below his window.

4

The Covenhouse: It was a lovely grande dame of a Colonial house erected by the Plymouth Colony in
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circa 1624. Painted peach with neat black shuttering and black scrolled trim on the porch and cornices
and cupolas, Alek could easily imagine it glowing with romantic yellow candlelight to ward off the chill of
the Atlantic, its warmth folded as secure as hands around the Separatists' children, huddled together in
their handsewn burnoose and cassocks as they formed an attentive horseshoe around the priest's bench.
It was gilded with frost now, adding to its gingerbread charms.

Alek dusted the snow off his coat and went inside. The house seemed momentarily silent, with only the
stone-faced walls and timber buttresses and rugged, heavy furniture to greet him. Home, he thought as he
did every time. I've come home once more. He let out his breath. The rooms were artfully Spartan with a
many-room Colonial compacture that made them cozy even for all the lack of bric-a-brac. Bookshelves
bore books. Mantels supported simple amber-glassed Tiffany lamps. Nothing here not worth its weight in
use. On the foyer desk was the mail which still occasionally came for him here. He passed a brief eye
over it as he worked open the buttons of his coat. Stupid. He had not lived under the Amadeus roof for
more than twenty years, not since he was a boy and a ward of the Father's. Stupid also. He imagined
how a thought like that could make Father Amadeus cross. One of the Father's favorite idioms, after all,
was that a ward of Amadeus was forever. No matter where he traveled in this world of mortals he need
never stop learning, need never cease to be a disciple of ancient wisdoms far and wide.

He was hanging his coat on the hat tree by the door when he realized his mistake about the house's
apparent vacancy. From the tea parlor came the static sounds of a TV with no volume and voices
pitched low, squabbling whispers, the tapping noise of wood on wood. Company. A meeting of some
sort. Running a hand through his hair to smooth it, he wondered who else was hanging in tonight, and
why. To his utmost surprise he found practically the entire Coven assembled in the Father's drawing
room. He stopped in the threshold. For some reason, the sight of so many slayers there, standing or
sitting on the chaise lounge and sofa and matching chairs, talking, smoking, and playing dominoes or
watching TV did nothing to waylay the curiously ascending feeling of dread he was experiencing tonight.

Five of the seven acolytes, including himself, who comprised the New York City enclave of slayers and
made their homes in the city were present The overall impression was of a relaxed, even casual,
gathering. At least until Alek stepped through the door and encountered their hooded, fixed expressions.

There was Aristotle, the tech-obsessed young one who, when duty to the Coven wasn't calling, hid
away in his home all day making things out of plastic, scrap-metal and electronic circuitry. He glanced up
from the game of Mahjongg he was playing alone on the desk by the door and gave Alek a look. Over
on the chaise lounge, Takara, the magnificent Oriental warrior dressed in a dark, subdued suitdress like
the mild-mannered magazine editor she usually was, lowered the backissue of Cosmo she was perusing.
Strapping, mute Robot with his piercing black eyes was next, turning fully away from the Maxfield
Parrish-inspired painting over the fireplace mantel he was studying. After him came the slow, thorough
scrutiny of Kansas October, their resident duster-wearing cowboy, perched on a window seat and
trick-chambering rounds in his vintage .45 Colts. And finally--Eustace, the Father's newest and youngest
ward, seated on the floor in front of the silent TV with his history book open in front of him. The Waltons
were on and the boy seemed more interested in the adventures of the mountain clan than in his
homework. And not really at all interested in the newcomer, apparently, for spare moments after Alek
entered the drawing room, the boy was once more completely absorbed in John Boy's current dilemma.

Not so with the others. For a long moment Alek felt torn between either slipping wordlessly past them or
holding his ground and shouting the word What?! into the face of their collective scrutiny. He opted for
the latter in the end, though without the emotional expletive; eventually, someone would let him in on the
secret, though it was never a comfortable task, waiting and facing down the others. Held together by the
aims of the Coven but having little else in common, they were not a particularly close bunch of souls, nor
prone to loyalty to one another, or to him. Diverse, distinct, and divided by age, race, and religion, the
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only thing holding them together was their tainted blood and the aims of the Coven. And the Father. Yet,
over the years and decades of his indenture to the Coven, Alek had found certain responsibilities falling
upon him, a few arbitrary muscles flexed now and again, as if the Father were trying to instigate him as
some new axis power present in their midst. But if that was what the Father had in mind, he was
probably wasting his time. Slayers cared little for each others' company and even less for his own.

He never discovered the source of their communable dislike for him. Tonight though, feeling a certain
doom flutter at the outer edges of his awareness, he felt their revulsion in particular and found it
disconcerting, as if he were peeking in on a private moment he had no business being witness to.

Takara, her almond eyes peering out of the flawlessly cold and smooth planes of her face, said, "You
were called, whelp. Damned took you long enough to catch on, though." Alek inclined his head, feeling,
as always, like a little boy under Takara's scrutiny. Perhaps because in fact she was just old enough to be
his grandmother. Yet she had never taken him as a young boy on her knee for a story or given him a jelly
foldover like grandmothers were reputed to do. She did give him a broken arm once from an
excellently-executed chickenwing when he was fourteen years old, though.

"I'm sorry. I was distracted tonight."

"Dumb as shit," Takara said, going back to Cosmo. Aristotle, who studied Alek's every move with
blatant jealously and worship like a boy enthralled by a screen hero or musical superstar, opened his
mouth as if to pave over what Takara had uttered, then closed it dutifully, blushed, and went back to his
game of tiles. He might worship Alek as his model, but Takara was like a surrogate mother to him. A
cold, Kali-inspired mother, to be sure, but a mother nonetheless.

The other immortals did little better than she. Kansas pulled his silver-skinned Colts out of his armpit
holsters in a blurring series of quick-draws. Robot went to peruse the Father's vast bookshelves.
Eustace, after a moment or two of silence, turned up the volume and started to repeat the dialogue on the
TV.

Alek shrugged it off. So he was being called, after all. His ill-feelings were neither a premonition nor
malcontent. It was simply the Father pressuring their mental link. Now he knew for certain that he would
like nothing better than to escape the house. But the Father was calling him and it was time to face the
music, so to speak. He turned away from them and headed down the long sparsely-lit greathall that led to
the butler's pantry and the innocuous-looking if key-card-locked basement door and slid his access pass
down the cradle.

Querulous frowns, unspoken whispers. He could hear them even here, or imagined he could. It never
ceased to amaze him how much slayer society mimicked that of the greater vampire hives, the conceited
clichés and ever-scheming circles. He knew a scarce moment after he left the room tongues had begun to
wag without restraint.

Poor Eustace, Alek thought, breathing in the dry hallowed smells of the cellar tunnel stairwell leading
down into the lower mysteries of the house. It wasn't like when he was a kid and your wardmate was
your brother, your blood. Things had changed somewhere along the long line of years and decades.
Brotherhood, family, coven--these things seemed to mean less to the newcomers to their little enclave.
Little passion remained in the heart of the average slayer; mostly the work was treated with a surgeon's
careful yet ultimately impersonal attention. Probably poor Eustace would grow up disillusioned by the
whole mess and ask for a desk job before he was thirty years steeped in his craft. The thought made
Alek sad. Between the two of them, himself and his chosen brother Booker, they'd been legendary
terrors even among their peers.
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The flagstone steps, cut giant-wide into the New Y ork bedrock by unrecorded Puritanical chisel and
hammer, led down around into the loins of the house. And as if he were still a child, or perhaps only
because he was in his child's mind at the moment, Alek counted them to their end. Forty-five. A step for
every year of his life. He put out his hands on the last step and felt the warm, ancient wood in the dark
beneath his fingers. The heavy double doors which opened on the Great Abbey groaned cantankerously
as he pressed against them. But then, Father Amadeus always spoke of them as if they had more
character than most individuals. Board planking from off the stern of the Mayflower , or so the stories
went. He opened them with deference on the Great Abbey.

As a child looking on the wonder of it, the Great Abbey had reminded him once--and still did--of the
pictures of Camelot he'd seen in some storybooks, a richness of tapestries and brass and weeping mortar
in flagstone. He found the high grisaille panels in the stonework ceiling immediately, two to each side over
the narrow side chapels, and each with a gem of colored citrine stone in its scored center. He stepped
inside the nave and was bathed in the hellfire of those precious skylights, the only source of light here
save the pylons of lighted candles on iron sconces on the walls. The cobbled promenade rushed down
and away to the center of the nave and was flanked on either side by spired Corinthian columns, slender
stone giants that rose inexorably upward to meet an ancient bedrock dome where clans of bats regularly
roosted, raised and suckled their young and flexed their silent bronze wings in the dark. Below, where he
stood, the nave littered out to where the Coventable was set in the shadow of the dais.

Alek moved toward it. Smooth, seamless rosewood, unnailed and unsanctified. In the Great Abbey
there were no mosaic puns on the Bible, no stations of the cross crowding the walls, no odor of myrrh or
palm leaves or Eucharist to be found, nothing to make an unholy jeer of their violent crusade. The only
attempt at comforting the empty spaces were the various swords enshrined in the blood of their masters.
And the tapestry art: those lovely, wonderful portraits enshrined in silk, a mythology of figures who had in
their toils and talents entered the histories of the Coven and became a part of their eternal making. They
looked down on him out of their banners as if to weigh their lives against his own, all of their faces stern,
mouths brutal slashes and set under the fierce mad glitter of ancient eyes, eyes so like those in the
portraits which still hung in many New England houses, eyes which followed you everywhere you went in
the room.

How small and insignificant he felt in their presence. His sword arm was a passable thing, but hardly the
stuff of legend. And his own particular psi talent was a cringe in the face of so many of the others'
accomplishments--Booker's laborious achievement in controlled pyrokinesis was almost an art in itself,
and Takara, well, some of the things he had seen her do went without explanation, almost without
description. Alek was not so colorful as all that and he seriously doubted he would ever accomplish
anything so illustrious as to win him a tapestry out of which he might silently weigh another.

The promenade took him to the foot of the raised altar, and there he began to climb the altar stairwell,
his dread momentarily blotted out by the wonder and reverence he never failed to feel here. >From a
distance the altar bore the illusion of a meandering honeycomb. Close up, however, it was a leviathan. He
had to squint and crane his neck all the way back to take in the more than eleven thousand vampire skulls
fitted abstractly together, as if with a gifted child's artistry of architecture: sunken, irregular cavities and
cultured pyramids, in some places a thin attempt at geometry, at others tight, unteetering towers. But the
configuration of the Coven altars were not important; only that they exist to hold the remains of all these
deviants. The golgotha's vastness invariably dwarfed even the greatest of slayers into humbleness as they
approached her. But New York was an old city, his Coven one of the first of the Vatican's New World
Foundings. There had been time for this grand creation, he reminded himself.

On the little altar table he lit a votive candle, felt its small, uncertain warmth grow on his face and hands.
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Most slayers pilgrimaged little, preferring to harvest and amass their offerings to the golgotha. But he was
not most slayers. The impressions the others gained from the harvests were only a vague dream of things,
a nagging they forgot within moments of the slay. He worked the skull from the sack and peeled away the
residual flakes of skin and stubborn straw-dry strands of hair still clinging to it. And with it in hand he
filled a cavity between two tiny childlike skulls. Then he stepped back, scrubbing his hands on the breast
of his coat. The impression this time was ugly. He saw curious things--skeletal men and women dancing,
their limbs jerked by wires like some kind of marionette-like torture while a mountainous landslide of
blood flowed like paint in the background and covered everything in a simmering Pompeii-inspired burial.
The last thought to flicker through Empirius's mind before the final darkness took him. A memory or
rumination.

Alek shivered, cowering from the feeling, and regarded the altar instead of the image, her aged splendor.
Thousands of empty eyes containing almost half of a millennium of darkness stared sightlessly back at
him. Innumerable lifetimes. History. He had a fantasy of himself sliding down through a pair of those eyes,
of becoming the leviathan itself, and then being slain by the sword wielded by his own hand.

"Shit," he whispered, "no more Vermouth for you, old man."

He shivered once more, but helplessly this time. He'd feared the altar once, the way a child would. But
then Amadeus, ever patient and curious of his child's mind, his fears, had taken him before her one day,
his voice soft and wise in Alek's ear. Fear her, my acolyte? Why she is the symbol of our great
Covenant with the children of men, that the horror and slaughter of our brethren during the
Crusades shall not be repeated. The altar--do you see?--is that supplication, the tower who crawls
ever upward together with her sisters all over the skin of this world, working towards that final
pinnacle where one day at last the glorious face of Peter's church will not be denied us and
absolution for our many heinous sins will be ours

Are you now so afraid of her, my best child?

He never feared her again after that, only what she contained. He'd never feared anything, if he wanted
to be honest with himself, except the Father's disappointment. He'd read the books of the Covenant and
he had taken upon himself its bitter truth and its ordinance and priestly vows of celibacy and obedience.
A good student, he memorized every word of the diatribe and fought the secularism which had
threatened the core of the Coven in the early seventies. Faith had been lost, and found. But some things,
like ceremony, preserved. Many slayers said the New York City Coven was old-fashioned, its
Covenmaster too static to push his acolytes through the tribulations of the new millennium--and yet their
enclave was more successful statistically than all of the Covens in all of the states put together. So
perhaps there was something to be said for being old-fashioned.

He genuflected, once, briefly, and sent up a short prayer for Empirius's soul, then turned and descended
the steps to the nave.

And there he stopped.

Father Amadeus sat in the shadows at the head of the Coventable, his hands pinnacled under his chin,
his eyes cast downward upon an ancient jade chessboard crowded with tiny figures shaped in silver or
bronze as animals. Horses for knights and mice for pawns. The kings and queens were cats with
sparkling amber eyes. They'd played such games in the past, he and the Father, yet never with this
antiquated set. For a moment the little board intrigued Alek, frightened him, and stopped his
concentration.
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The Father looked up as Alek approached. His appearance was that of a man of thirty-three or -five,
the same as Alek. Yet his face and hands and his flood of wintry hair was bleached to the whiteness of
bone, his unevolved skin almost translucent over a vast blue webwork of veins and arteries that
contrasted like marble against the blackness of his habit. So much so, in fact, that most of him seemed
suspended in the dark, ephemeral, unnatural. And old. He lifted his pale lapis blue eyes and Alek felt the
mental tug binding his thoughts to something far vaster, far older than his own mind.

These are bad times, Amadeus said.

In deference Alek remained where he was. He frowned. Yes, there was something wrong, terribly,
horribly wrong. This silence, the chessboard with its unfamiliar army--

"Peace," said Amadeus. His silk habit shivered as though alive as he rose from his seat. Standing now as
he was, no creature that Alek knew, including himself, could help but be awed by the Covenmaster's
presence, his erect, aristocratic form rising like a statue of stone and obsidian from the floor, immovable,
fearful in its Giovanni-touched beauty. Alek frowned, his mind engaged in memory and loss so deep and
profound he found he had to cast about for a suitable reason. Finding none, he finally fixed on the
disappointment of the Braxton show earlier that evening.

The Covenmaster moved toward him with hypnotic grace and touched the back of his long clawlike
fingers to Alek's cheek, dispelling those thoughts. The feeling was ash, a freezing burn that emanated like
an aura of light from the tips of Amadeus's fingers. Alek found it impossible to turn away, frozen as he
was in the glare of those silver eyes, the glitter of such bone-hard fingernails on his flesh. Amadeus smiled
knowingly and Alek felt the blood rush to his face, his heart pounding in his ears with a foreign rhythm
that he realized after a moment was mimicking that of his master.

"Beautiful," the Covenmaster said as his misshapen talons whisked across Alek's cheek. Then he
dropped his hand. Alek managed to turn away, mortified by the simple word, and instead fixed his
attention on his master's back as Amadeus went to the edge of the nave and began lowering the rutted
wagon wheel chandelier on its rusted orange chain. It fell in painfully rusted increments until it hung like a
wreath before the altar. And now, free of enchantment, Alek couldn't help but wonder where that wagon
wheel had roamed, what lands it might have covered before it had come to reside here. How had it come
to be here, of all places?

"Questions. Always questions," Amadeus answered his thoughts. He produced a tinder wand and
rasped it against a bedrock wall. "Like Socrates, Alek, the gadfly, the flea in the ear of the magistrates. It
is both your blessing and your curse. To thirst for knowledge is like to open oneself up for the addiction
of blood." It wasn't quite a reprimand; the Father's voice was too amused for that. He lit the candles in
the black brassy arms of the wheel, a quick certain touch of the wand like a dishonest kiss, turning the
wheel as he worked. Those hands--they were like birds in a ritualistic dance, and Alek found it nearly
impossible to believe that this man, Amadeus, the teacher to so many slayers, had never seen a day in his
whole long life.

"Something's wrong," Alek said. "Something is wrong. You've summoned me. Why?"
"The others--they have told you this?"
"Yes, but--"

"You knew before that. You always know, nein?" Amadeus's wand guttered to white smoke. He
dropped it to the Coventable. He swayed like a white medusa toward Alek, stopped only when they
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were eye to eye, their shoulders nearly touching. Some great sorrow clung to the man like a rank aura.

What must they look like? Alek wondered. Two versions of the same man, perhaps, but that one
mirrored the other negatively. And that other younger and darker and less perfect one? His thoughts
enfeebled by a nameless terror clinging to the inside of his mind like the bats to the walls of this abbey.
Two men who were so alike and yet so unforgivably separated for the moment. Alek reached, imperfect
mind and imperfect soul, for the cloister he knew so intimately and found only a somber place unpeopled
by memories. For a moment he panicked in his isolation. Never had it been like this between them,
never--

"Father?" Alek ventured. "What's wrong?"
"You were always my best disciple."

The thought made Alek want to collapse, vomiting. He wanted to ask more questions, demand answers
and reassurances, but he felt Amadeus's hands again on his face, seeing it more completely now, melting
to the flesh and form so that they were like two marble statues seeking reconnection. Those long skilled
hands moved slowly over his cheekbones and down into the hollowed valleys of his cheeks, fluttered
over his lids and eyelashes so gently he did not blink or turn away. "Alek. My Alek," Amadeus said. "My
beautiful eternal one. My magnum opus."

Usually he loved to hear his name on Amadeus's tongue, the harsh tenderness of it, the way the Father's

Old World accent accentuated the last syllable and carried the hard last letter down into a click. But not
like this. Not with weariness. Not with regret. He did not want to be called a magnum opus as though he
were a finale of sorts.

Alek closed his eyes as Amadeus's mind brushed lightly, defily, against his own. This was old magic. As
a child he'd lain across the Father's lap after their exhaustive daily sparring matches, and with his brow
slicked with diamond sweat, Amadeus had touched him like this, seeming to worship his face and the
sharpness that had come into it too quickly in his youth. Alek had felt the old Covenmaster's mind then,
those terrible first needling which had ached hours afterward, making his mind a swollen cavity filled with
the things of Amadeus. But after so many years they were old links now, moving inside each other with
all the deftness of ancient lovers.

1 speak to you now of secrets.
Father?

Of dark things. Dark times. We must prepare. I shall not be with you much longer, my most
beloved.

Alek's heart fluttered against his ribs like a frantic bird battering itself senseless against the iron bars of its
cage. For a desperate moment he tried to break the link, to turn away his mind so the Covenmaster
would not see his childlike sorrow, but inside this strange private world there were no doors so easy to
find. He was trapped, ashamed.

Peace. I have had a vision...
But Alek's mind broke down into a helpless confusion and he felt Amadeus pull back in response,

unable to settle in that sudden hornet's nest of fear. Alek blinked against his stinging eyes, pulled away
physically and mentally from his master's touch. "I don't understand. What's going on? What are you
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saying?"

Amadeus shrugged, the gesture horrid, accepting. ""You can do nothing to stop this now, nothing at all. I
have seen the things to come and they will not be thwarted. The curse of the Seer. It was said in the old
world that the Cyclopses of ancient Athens traded one of their eyes to see the future, but the gods
cheated them and all they saw were the time of their own deaths--"

"Goddamnit, don't tell me stories!" Alek said angrily, leaning against the table. "Just tell me what you
saw!"

The Father's dead white eyes floated upward to a point just beyond Alek, as if he was seeing a vision
being played out on the pale body of the golgotha. "I saw as always I do in visions: | walked in a familiar
place I did not know the name of. I saw--light and shadows and animals weeping in their cages and
music and heat and blackened crimson. And I saw a figure in black, his eyes wild with the bloodlust. And
then a midnight sun rose upon my eye, deadly in its brilliance, and I did not know another day. I knew
only the dark that is alien to us all."

Alek shook his head. Amadeus spoke of death. "I...I don't understand."

"Nor do I. But when has that mattered to prophecy?" And with that he simply returned to the table and
his seat and his game. Just like that. Fertig. The end.

But no. This, all of this, was stupid. They were immortal, or nearly so. They were chosen by some dark
hand of fate to watch from the accursed circle of their kind as the earth devoured the sons and daughters
of Eve all around them. Friends, family--time took them all and left behind only cavities. While they, the
spawn of the Lilith, went on and on without respite into the deep, uncertain tunnel of the future. And
Father Amadeus, who had fought perhaps longer than any of them, would be there among them, for
them. Amadeus was always there. He had to be. If he was not, Alek and the rest of the converted
vampires would probably all go mad without his direction.

Amadeus's hand rested atop a little silver horse. "If only that were so, my beloved. If only I could be at
one with my brethren forever. But I know now that the map of my life has been marked. I have been
selected to pursue the greatest mystery of all."

Alek wanted to scream at the bullshit of all this metaphysical hocus-pocus and noble double-talk. Death
was death. And death without absolution was damnation. The Father was wrong. Wrong. Because if
Amadeus was to die, it meant that his head was going to be taken. And nothing had the power to take
him unaware, no human, no vampire--

But a Judas?

Amadeus glanced up as if hearing the thought.

Alek felt an urge to go over to him. Instead he went to the other side of the board and looked more
closely at the little animals. His mind was numb.

"Perhaps," said Amadeus, moving the horse forward, "Someone among us this day may be a Judas." He
shook his head. "Strange, but the face is not known to me. There is a curious force afoot, Alek. It hides it

from me. My path is chosen, that is all I can say."

Alek shuddered. Was he a fool to feel this? He was no longer a child, he did not want to fear like one,
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and yet he was. As afraid as an orphan child. How old they were, he thought, and yet how young they
remained.

"We have a young one to welcome tomorrow," he heard Amadeus whisper. "A promising kinetic.
Intriguing. His name is Sean Stone and I want you with him. Watch him. Your eyes will be mine. I have
informed him that he will be apprenticed to you," Amadeus looked up, "for the experience."

Alek toyed with the hilt of his sword, running his fingers up and down the engravings. "Is he some kind of
agent?" Suddenly it was all too obvious. A new recruit--some sniper from one of the more liberal
hives--let him walk into the trap of his own free will. One false step and he would be prey. If he raked a
hand over the altar, Alek could find the heated presence of over a dozen assassins executed in the last
twenty-some-odd years by his hand. And now perhaps it was this one's turn to join the altar he was
supposedly helping to build.

"I must know for certain," Amadeus explained, abandoning the game a second time, this time to sit back
and nod solemnly. "We are, after all, something of a dying breed, are we not?"

He nodded obediently.
"Now, I must know: will you do this for me, mein Sohn?"
"Y ou know I will."

"Very good." With the slightest ghost of a smile, Amadeus stood and put his thumb under Alek's chin,
urged his face up to the level of his blind gaze. He smile grew both in sorrow and wonder, as if; like his
acolyte's reverence for his master, so was the master's for his acolyte. No, but that was impossible.
Nothing so great as Amadeus could look upon anything else and not feel as close to omnipotence as an
earthbound god. "Now, no more ruminations on grief, child. I must know if you are prepared to take my
place in the event that you are needed. I have to know if you will be strong for me."

The spit dried in Alek's mouth and for a moment he could do nothing but stare numb and disconnected
at his master's narrow, questing gaze. Covenmaster. He shook his head slowly as feelings--mostly utter
raw bone-vibrating terror--began to filter back into the byways of his body. "Father," he stuttered,
"Father, you--you said this was many years off; if at all, you said--

"We don't have many years anymore, Alek. Are you ready?"

"[--I don't know, this--it's so sudden."

"You know."

"I would try, Father, you know that, but--"

"You must. Close your eyes. Come into the dark with me. Into our secret place."

What he was asking now, not just duty, but communion, the sharing of souls that was so like
lovemaking, yet so alien to it too, so much more than it, was overwhelming. All of it, overwhelming. So
much so, that instead of falling into the old rhythms they had laid down decades earlier, Alek simply

stood there, stunned and swaying, hanging in a place where there was no will, no decisions, no self ...

And in that place the Father came to him quietly, his hands falling like ashes upon his acolyte's shoulders.
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Amadeus pulled him close, so close they breathed nearly as one and whispered the words of the
communion into his mind: Blessed are they who come to my table and partake of my supper. Blessed
be...

No, the Father's vision was wrong. Everything was fucking wrong suddenly. He was here to leave his
offering and play a friendly game of chess with his teacher, not learn of his demise, not be told he was
next in line for this horrendous responsibility. Covenmaster. When had the world gone so horribly wrong?

But then Amadeus smiled as sadly as an angel and held him for he was quite incapable of standing on his
own and stroked his acolyte's cheek, murmuring the soft scalding terms of endearment that had so
comforted Alek as a child. Amadeus kissed him as though to savor him, long and lingering, drinking his
acolyte in with his mouth, taking the salt from his cheeks, the fear from his words, offering only the breath
of comfort on his face, his throat.

At the little place behind his ear Alek felt the tips of a delicate set of teeth graze his skin. He shuddered,
thinking of how a big cat breaks the neck of its prey, yet his shudder of expectation did nothing to slake
the Father's desire, nor did he want it to. It had been so long. Alek closed his eyes and held on and
remembered how awkward he'd felt when Amadeus had first offered him this thing. Twelve, he'd just
turned twelve, yes, and it had been the first time in their daily sparring bouts that he had met every deft
move of Amadeus's sword with his own. They had come together corps a corps that day, in utter
symmetricism, a single entity dueling against its doppleganger. And Amadeus, himself breathless, cheeks
ruddy with the raw blood of exaltation, declared Alek ripe for that privilege the Covenmaster offered
only his most beloved and devout student.

And with those words he'd urged his best student to lie back helplessly on the Coventable. Alek had
complied at once. Why shouldn't he? What had he to fear from the man who had saved his soul? The
man he loved, the man he desired more than anything real or imagined that the world could offer him.
And then came the touch of the master's mouth on his cheek, the delicate prick of a kiss under his chin.
He remembered sweating in sudden panic, wary of those teeth and this passion and fearful that their
relationship would change somehow and Amadeus would not seem the same to him afterward.

And yet once more the Father had shown patience with him, his touch deft and kind and passionate and
fatherly. He'd been so foolish in his dread, Alek supposed, to fear a little innocent communion, the
mingling of blood, and with it, minds. But the scars of his childhood had still been raw, in some places,
still bleeding. Their relationship had changed after that, yes, had gone fathoms deeper, become a separate
entity it almost seemed, as if they had breathed a living soul into it.

Amadeus held him down against the table, kissed the familiar mark in the hollow of Alek's throat, rasped
it open with his sharp catlike tongue. Alek caught his breath and shivered, felt the Father's hand drift over
his hammering heart as if he would catch the bird in its cage and calm it. "My beloved," Amadeus sighed,
his tongue like cut glass against the wound. "More than anything ever before, more than anything will ever
again be mine. My blood. My soul. My beloved." And now those teeth, primitive and long and deadly as
sin, were in his acolyte's vein, and with every throb of Alek's rapidly beating heart, he could feel his
master drinking, drawing nourishment from this chalice he knew so well, drawing life itself, and he found
quite unexpectedly that he did not care that it might be killing him. At that moment life seemed nothing but
a barrier standing between himself and the ultimate knowledge.

He reached out blindly and sent a cotillion of little animals scattering across the Abbey floor. He clasped
something enormous and sweet and suffocating above him and held to it with both hands. His eyes were
half-masted, running over, seeing the light of the candlelit wheel grow brighter with each passing, beating,
bloodred moment, the supernova of heat branding his face like the tearfully white fury of the noontime sun
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in a summer sky in a land he knew not the name of while seeing with eyes that were not his own.

Amadeus. He must hold to Amadeus for whatever time they had now. He groaned inwardly. He wanted
to die for Amadeus. He wanted to mourn for all they had, all they would never have, the lessons, the
tomes of wisdoms, the words spoken inside their minds and out. On the midnight of his fourteenth
birthday Amadeus had taken him to his first opera and made him sit unsquirming until it was over and he
was in love with the Bohemian foreverafter. Then afterward, they'd gone to the country and found and
bled a rabbit in an act of passion that Alek had thought never to share with his master. We are all of two
minds , said the Father that night with absolute wisdom. Remember your lessons; they are the clay of
your soul.

We are all of two minds.
Two minds...

Amadeus drew back, his tongue skating his bloodstained teeth as if to savor this gift. But it only made
Alek feel sad and small. Of all the wards in the world that Amadeus had raised up in the Coven, the men
and women, the eternal beings with their eyes full of holy fire, why him? Why was he special?

You were always in my dreams. I loved you before the founding of the Earth. I shall love you
always.

"Always..." Alek echoed and watched in awe as the Father skated one long glasslike fingernail down
over his own unscathed whiteness of throat, an invitation and a summoning. Take this and drink. For it
is the blood of the new and everlasting covenant. Do this in memory of me, my love.

He dwelled in darkness as he rose up and kissed his master in sadness and reverence, even as that kiss
deepened into blood and ceremony. He cleaved to darkness, a blind man, because in the dark he and
Amadeus could be the same.

>From the very beginning of time her kind had had its rules, its holy commandments of conduct both
with mortals and within the circle of its own kind. Perhaps once, in a time before recorded history,
vampires had lived by their own simple code of ultimate freedom which might have been summed up in
the phrases Do what thou wilt and Judge not lest ye be judged yourselves, but if so, it was a time long
since passed. Her kind--When had it come so close to the surface of human existence?--had traded in
such basic primal rights of predatory survival for the comforts of human companionship. Human
responsibility.

Her blood, like so many of her kind, was mixed. Not greatly--not enough to dull the unique doll-like
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pallor of her face or change the chemical composition of her cells. Her eyes still burned under the fiercest
of manmade lights. Her skin still singed at the touch of iron. But there were adaptations, minor evolutions,
if you will. The "glamour" of being whatever her client wished was one such example. There were others.
But the hunger: that remained, unchanged, in all its trembling, nail-biting fury, if nothing else.

"The fee," said the middle-aged communications conglomerate marketer down from Boston on business
this weekend. He had claimed earlier at the Fox and Glass on Broadway that their latest venture was a
combination of classical and avant-garde music his firm was hoping would catch on with the post-MTV
crowd. Whether or not that was true was not her concern, though she let him talk. Whether or not he
spoke the truth about himself was even less her concern.

"Let's not talk about that now," she muttered, her voice groggy with hunger. She could barely get out the
words. It had been so long, so long. She'd held back, been a good girl for so many night, too many
nights. And it was, after all, the middle of blue February, tonight the anniversary of the greatest death in
her long life, and she celebrated it yearly with all the religious fervor of a pagan priestess on an equinox.
"This is your night," she told him. "Your fantasy." She unzipped her motorcycle jacket. " Anything you
want."

He told her his desire. His mortal blood was thundering through his veins. She could hear it from across
the vast Marriott hotel room like a crest of water tumbling down and away, seething and boiling among
the stones. What he wanted was not so unusual. Yet he spoke of it hesitantly. Most of the clients she'd
met figured they've paid their money and they owned her for the evening. That they were entitled to do
whatever the hell they liked. And they did. Or tried to. They just didn't understand what kind of asking
price their requests come with. This man was different only in that he was an obvious novice. For him this
would be his initiation into a life he had only ever dared dream about until now. Not since...since the
time...she frowned...since the time his mother caught him with those skinrags under his mattress and beat
him to within an inch of his life. Her frown leveled out to an impersonal smile. She slipped the links of
chain off the catches on her jacket and bound him tight as a collared dog to the bedframe as she
whispered innocuous little obscenities into his ear. By now his heart was triphammering at ever pulse
point in his firm if aging flesh and making a sheen of sweat stand out like silk on his brow. If he was only a
few years older she might fear he could suffer a coronary at any moment.

She licked his brow.

"I have protection," he murmured thickly, dispassionately, some final attempt at good sense before he
plunged over into the rift of this new and exciting nightlife denied him for so long, too long.

She smiled. "I trust you."
"It's--no. For...me..."

She kissed his dry, chapped lips. She could feel his heart throbbing in her mouth, as if it had somehow
been relocated there. She bit his lip until it bled and she could taste his wasted life on her tongue. "Don't
worry," she said. "I have nothing you can catch."

He was oblivious. He reached for her, trying to slide his hands over her nakedness under the leather
jacket, then his kisses. But she had lied. Tonight was not what he wanted. Tonight was what she needed.
The death she celebrated.

She pulled away abruptly and heard his gasp, felt his body shudder as it reached instinctively for the soul
drawing away from him. He looked disappointed by his failed fantasy. But for her there was no physical
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or spiritual pleasure in the act of sex, nothing but the unique sensation of life alive and throbbing and so
near and open to her kiss and insatiable hunger that she had to swallow it whole and make it a part of
her.

She moved slowly, tantalizingly, up his body, leaving the prints of her lips on his belly, his chest, his
throat. Beneath her he lay as still as a corpse. She could tell he was trying to control himself, trying to be
a good lover. Undoubtedly he had used the same technique for years as he waited patiently for his wife
to reach some semblance of satisfaction. Tonight, however, all that wasn't necessary. There was no need
to wait. She was ready for him, ready. She whispered painful little kisses over his flesh until there was no
more resistance left in him, until he cried out, his body writhing beneath her, suddenly brought back to
life. It was then and only then that she grasped his chin in her hand, turned his head sharply to the left,
separating the most fragile of tiny bones and the long vital spinal cord, effectively rendering him paralyzed
from the neck down, and gave him a razor blade vampire kiss.

"Paris," she whispered thickly through the flow of his crimson warmth.

Booker arrived just before noon the following day for their ritualistic midweek lunch date. Alek shrugged
up from his easel at the sound of the well-tempered engine revving under his window and stretched, felt
his spine crackle in a dozen little places. Just as well Book was here early; these primaries were going
nowhere but in the circular file.

Alek grimaced at the forcefully erotic scratchy image of a nude holding forth an iron apple while
tendrils--possibly electrical cables, he hadn't decided yet--trailed out and upward into a vast toothy
skybound machine. Braxton would probably have a cow when he saw it, tell him how hackneyed it
looked, and then he'd do his little J. Jonah Jameson-style fit and dance and pull his University Grant off
the ticket. And it would be back to guiding yammering, camera-clicking, sticky-fingered tourists from the
suburbs through the halls of the Metro for one, Mr. Alek Knight--a.k.a. The Washed-Up Modern Day
Dali Of Our Time.

He shrugged. Too bad. Without a second look, he stripped off his wire-frames and pinched the bridge
of his nose until the headache that had been forming behind his eyes for the past three hours passed. Then
he reached for the black wool topcoat draped across the living room futon and headed downstairs and
out the alleyside door. There Book waited, his Jag purring like a mechanical panther. Alek dropped into
the passenger side and slammed the silent door hard enough to rattle the driver's side window.

"Do that again, will ya? I think you missed an axle or two."
"Sorry," Alek answered without remorse

Book shook his head with infuriating forgiveness. But then he was absolutely the most infuriating man in
all the world--pressed to the nines, alert, ready to make a clod of Einstein with his next miracle of
science--or otherwise out-charming all those ladies in those tight-ass Andy Warhol-inspired uptown
cafes he frequented. He looked forever elegant, even in jeans. Alek despised him bitterly. He wore his
denims and a tan London Fog this hazy afternoon, an aviator scarf swirled carelessly about his neck and
camel-leather driving gloves on his tapering, long-fingered hands. The smell of hospital oils mingled with
his spicy cologne.

He smiled apologetically and tugged at his pert little slayer's ponytail. "I've been in surgery since six this
morning."

Page 29



"Poor baby."

Book laughed. "The Panda?"

"Of course."

"You look like shitso."

"Why thank you, Doctor. Is that your professional opinion?"

With a dandy grin, Book put the car in gear and arrowed straight into Fifth Avenue traffic. Alek had
known the man since they were eight years old, growing up with him in the Covenhouse, and he knew for
a fact that Book's one weakness was a fast car. He had never endangered their lives, but he always
made Alek feel as if they were finalist in the Indy 500. Book steered with his left wrist resting on the
wheel, his right hand balanced on the eight-ball gear shift. His profile was marred by four streaks of flesh
several shades lighter than his mahogany skin.

"Your cat?" Alek asked.
"That's what I'm telling everybody."
"What happened?"

"Bastard took me from behind." He reached up and pulled his scarf and turtleneck down. Alek spotted
the throb of Book's pulse beneath the half-healed bite mark. It was going to leave quite a scar.

"Ouch."

"That's what / said." Book laughed. "Shoulda been there to hear what /e said when I paid the fucker
back for it."

Scars were a strange thing for his kind, since they faded away everywhere on their body but their necks,
as if to serve as a reminder that they could lose their lives just as easily as their quarry. The oldest of their
kind bore veritable colonies of bite and slash marks and postured them during Coven Circles like status
symbols or badges of honor. Alek scratched absently at the mark in the hollow of his throat. Most of his
own scars were deliberate, not accidents at all. Kisses from Debra, though Amadeus had done his best
to conceal them.

"Maybe I'll finally get to show up those snobby elders next time the Father holds Circle, hey?" Booker
said.

"Oh good, then you'll really have a scar."

Book laughed, tightened the scarf. Then he got serious. "Anyway, what's going on? I drop into the
Covenhouse this morning to catch the buzz I missed last night--I mean, Perlman's playing Carnegie and
how many times in a lifetime do you get to see that ?--and there's Robot, y'know, just being spooky,

and I tries to be friendly and he just about rips me a new asshole. And I was like What the fuck...?"

"Politics. I'll tell you after I get something in my stomach."
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"Oh." He spun the car onto Hudson Street and slid into a parking slot moments ahead of a silver Ferrari.
Alek swallowed down his heart and got out.

Cinnamon and soy weighed the air like incense as they walked shoulder to shoulder along the narrow
sidewalk. Book's stomach growled. There were many Chinese restaurants in the Village, all of them
good. The Panda Bear Paradise was particularly fine though because the chefs worked in a large open
window where the patrons could watch them perform their alchemy. The waitresses too were a wonder,
all of them outfitted in long black hair and red kimonos like lovely fallen angels. Intriguing. A Cantonese
ballad tinkled overhead, and the warm scent of Hunan spices and steamed bamboo mingled with the hot
cooking sake coming from the kitchen.

"Lawdy, am I hungry," Book complained.

"You're always hungry, brother."

"Hey, cut me some slack, brother. Some of us have real jobs, you know."

Alek gave him a friendly elbow.

A slender Oriental hostess grabbed two menus and held them to her chest. "Usual spot, Book?"

"Please."

She led them down a short flight of stairs and seated them beside a small gurgling fountain filled with
pennies. The water and the soft flutey music made some of the tension leave Alek's shoulders. The
hostess handed them menus and quickly left. A moment later a busboy set water glasses each with a slice
of lime in front of them.

Alek set the menu aside without looking at it. Booker glanced at his, then set it on top of Alek's. The
owner waited on them herself. Booker ordered Burmese ginger beef and a Diet Coke. Alek asked only
for a glass of sake, but Book added an order of kong pao chicken to it. Alek thought to protest, then

simply dismissed it.

"Not hungry, brother?" Book said as they were brought a basket of wantons. He took one and dipped it
in the tangy sweet-and-sour sauce before taking a big bite.

Alek shrugged.

"You never eat." Book finished off the wanton and reached for another. "Y our poor, weak stomach."
Alek unfolded his linen napkin, smoothed it over his lap. "You make up for me."

"Don't worry: I will."

The waitress returned with their drinks. Alek sipped his sake, enjoying the bitter scorch it brought to the
back of his throat. He placed his hands in his lap.

Book polished off another wanton. "Something's up."

"Just tired. I didn't get much sleep last night."
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"You look like you went ten rounds with Harvey Wallbanger."

Alek ran a hand through his uncombed, unbound hair. Felt like fizzled, exposed electrical wires. He
remembered waking up this morning with a hellacious headache, hangover or misery he wasn't exactly
sure. Probably both. As it turned out, he'd slept the night in his clothes sprawled across his loft bed in the
studio, which proved at least that he hadn't stayed over at the Covenhouse the night before. But past that
it was anyone's guess what had happened or how he'd gotten there. Feeling like shit, or the closest thing
to shit something like he was could feel, he sipped the hair of the dog. He grimaced; it only made the four
Tylenol he'd dry-chewed earlier come alive in his mouth.

Booker gave him a puritanical look.
Alek glared back at him. "It's not like I have a problem. Okay?"
Book raised his hands as if to fend off an affront. "Hey, okay, just being your doctor."

"Well don't."
"Shit, man, everyone's strung tight as a goddamn bow these days. What the hell happened last night?"

For a brief moment Alek considered telling Booker everything, the gathering, the words the Father had
spoken, the prophecy, and the sheer absolute unrelenting terror he felt at the thought of leading the
Coven. He and Book had had no secrets as children, had spent hours beneath their bedcovers together,
whispering over comics, tuning in the radio to the Sox, gossiping, giggling innocently over dirty jokes
they'd found scribbled on the walls of boys' bathrooms. But he and Booker had not been children in a
long time, and if Amadeus chose that the Coven should know the full truth, he would hold a Circle for
that purpose. Really, it wasn't Alek's decision to make.

He finally recalled now, somewhat hazily but with a fair amount of conviction, that after their communion
the evening before, the Father had broken down the gathering and sent the others home with an
announcement of reconvention in twenty-four hours to welcome the initiate, this Stone fellow. "Someone
new coming in and we're the official welcome wagon, you know the routine."

Book frowned like he wasn't one fucking inch convinced that their howdy party was the main reason for
the gathering.

Alek sipped his sake and tried not to shrug guiltily in response. He could spilt his guts, he supposed, it
might even make him feel better, but he didn't enjoy watching the light of pity glowing in Book's black

eyes, as if he were thinking his brother was some poor white-bread Brooklyn-bred lush who couldn't get
his life together. So let him find out on his own. Lushes were known to be unreliable, weren't they?

The waitress brought their food, setting two enormous platters down in front of them, then left as quickly
as she had arrived. Booker put steamed rice all over his plate and spooned the entrees on top of it. He

waited until the waitress was out of earshot before he spoke.

"I got Eustace."

Alek took the rice from him. "He's a good kid. A little slow, but he has dedication." He served himself
some chicken and a little beef. "From the Midwest, right? A runaway?"

Book nodded between mouthfuls. "Mother's dead. His daddy was a shotgun preacher. You know how
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that goes."

Alek felt cold; the food stung his mouth. The pattern again. His kind, no matter how evolved they were,
were not destined for happiness; it was a fact Alek had come to understand a long time ago. They fell
from one kind of death to another, death of spirit, death of reason. Some, like he and Booker, found the
Coven and were thus saved from themselves. Others were lost forever. Like Debra.

Alek said, "The Father gave me this Sean Stone character."

Booker choked, coughed, wiped his mouth with his napkin. "Jeezus, no wonder you're sulking. You
have my condolences, brother."

Alek arched an eyebrow. "That bad?"

"This is strictly hearsay, you hear," Book said, pointing his fork, "but I heard he drew a six-inch
switchblade on some dumb punk in a downtown bar, gave the kid a second smile." Booker leaned
forward, dropped his voice to a conspiratorial hush, "Then, believe it or not, brother, he drank the kid's

fucking blood ."

Alek had to all but sew his jaw back up into place. "You're shitting me?"

Book smiled, wagged his head No shit.

"So he's a bad seed."

"Bad seed? Way it's being told among the brothers, he's the whole fuckin' crop."

Alek was silent and busy pushing his food into artful patterns on his plate while he tried to take hold of all
this new information. Who was this Stone character, then? A sniper from one of the Coven-decimated
hives? He tried to imagine this whelp imbued with God alone knew what kind of power creeping around
their Covenhouse. Either the Coven as a whole had gone mad to let in this crazy, or someone was
serious about marking Amadeus. He supposed he could appeal to the elders, maybe even Rome, but that
would take weeks. And what good would it do ultimately? Circumstantial evidence was just that. Unpat.
Even a Covenmaster could not halt the flux and flow of the Coven over a vision of paranoia, no matter
the power of the Seer he was. Such was the nature of politics--and religion, unfortunately--to push even
the supernatural to the back burner in the name of social evolution. Alek had heard, in the far distance of
many conversations, that the Vatican had begun disavowing its exorcists in the very same manner. What
would come next? An extraterrestrial origin for vampirism for a whole? Or maybe the disease theory
again?

Book rubbed his hands on his jeans and took a long sip of his Coke. "So, when are you and Mr.
Pleasantries getting it together?"

Book's voice broke his train of aimlessly wandering thoughts and brought him back to earth. "Tonight, I
suppose." Alek picked at a fragment of chicken. It was almost too spicy, like medicine. He reached for
his sake, finished it. He pushed his mostly full plate away. The spices were turning in his stomach. "You?"

Book nodded, grabbed the ginger beef platter and refilled his plate. "Though I'm sure we'll probably
spend the whole night at Dairy Queen talking history of Catholicism over shakes. You know how whelps
are the first time out."
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"I remember."

"Robot and me spent the whole night at a marquee on Delancey Street watching a triple feature John
Ford fest. They say you never forget your first time out. Or your first kill. You remember your first time?"

Alek shivered. Darkness and the odor of blood and metal commingled on his tongue. Communion was
done in bloodsong and wafers were made of steel. So hot in here, the air spiced and prickling his skin.
Suddenly he wanted the cold and the open city. He needed to see the winter sky.

"Alek?"

"What?"

"Y ou remem--"

"That was a long time ago, Book. A lifetime ago. I really don't want to talk about this anymore."

Book looked hurt.

"Look, I'm sorry if I seem sulky; I'm not being good company, I know. But I really don't want to talk
about this anymore right now."

Book brightened. "All right, we'll talk about something else. I have an extra ticket for La Boheme next
Saturday at the Lincoln Center if you want. You know how I hate seeing the ending all alone..." He
paused, the last of his rice on his fork. "Go home, brother. You're not yourself."

"Good advice, Doctor." Alek stood and reached for his coat.

Book finished the last mouthful and pushed back his chair. "Drive you?"

"That's okay." Alek dropped a Washington onto the table. "I need a walk."

"Well, man," said Book, forever the klass klown, even now, "while you're out get yourself a Damocles
cross and a whole lotta garlic if you're gonna be hanging with that dude tonight."

Alek shook his head, and a moment later he smiled.

The carousel: it was garbed in its wrinkled and weatherworn tarpaulin skin, its shiny-worn animals caged
in a miserable circular rictus like worshipers around a dead high altar. Alek studied it from a bench, letting
the cold bite through his coat with its little terrier teeth.

A carriage horse clip-clopped down the asphalt trail winding through the park, past darker avenues in
the trees that undoubtedly concealed any number of dangers. The lovers in the carriage were silent and
busy, as if their passion had magically pushed back the darkness and the ghosts haunting the
garbage-strewn paths, driven far away the homeless skittering between the islands of streetlamp lights
and the rats wrestling under the sewer grates. The carriage approached, then rumbled away into the
distant roar of the city.

Above the canopy of the carousel, Alek could make out a few of the brighter stars through the haze of
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light and air pollution that constantly blanketed the city in an unhealthy golden brown atmosphere. Sirius.
The jackal that called the Nile to crest. He watched for many minutes as the star grew brighter like a
lighted hole punched through black paper. He rose at last only when the sun touched the horizon of
cityscape rising like the humps of a leviathan above the trees. Nightfall. The coming dark meant the
junkheads and the staggering psychotic homeless would begin their evening stake-outs of park benches.

He shrugged, coughed, his throat raw as sandpaper. His muscles felt shortened and his stomach ached
hollowly. Maybe, he thought, if he'd tried to exist on something other than his usual cataclysm of caffeine,
booze and aspirin he'd be better suited to tonight. Right now, though, the thought of food turned his
stomach inside out.

Tonight.

He and the new one would not spend tonight at Dairy Queen. He knew that. It would be a disaster. He
knew that too. Felt it murmured in his bones. This Sean Stone character didn't need apprenticeship;
obviously, he needed exorcism.

Alek sighed. For Amadeus. He would endure for Amadeus. Like the Christ that had presently forsaken
his race, he would suffer for love.

But first he needed a drink before this hellnight began. He picked himself up, shook himself clean of
snow, and headed uptown toward Sam's Place.

"Bout time, man," called a bored Bronx voice when Alek stepped into the studio some minutes before
ten, Vincent shooting between his legs like a beast afire. The voice came from a street-smeared blonde
figure draped all over his futon and reading his latest issue of The New Yorker , a hand trailing on the
floor.

Alek slammed the alleyside door and eyed this pretentious stranger stupid enough to break into a
slayer's apartment. Were he among the more impulsive of his kind, the hood would be eviscerated and
sitting on the floor in a puddle of his own gore right about now. Lucky for the stranger, Alek preferred
explanations first. He checked the door's many locks, but none of them looked jimmied or otherwise
tampered with. He returned his narrow-eyed attention to the stranger. "Who the hell are you and how the
hell did you get in here?"

The stranger, a child really, peered up, eyes slanting dubiously. There were hard and metallic, those
eyes, and around them the sculpture of the boy's face was like a Michelangelo angel with a particularly
nasty turn of mind, cherubic and yet seemingly too wise. One narrow pale eyebrow arched evilly. He
looked to the open industrial window facing out over the alley and tapped his temple with a forefinger,
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grinned, giggled, showing a mouthful of heartlessly perfect teeth he'd filed to absurd points.

Well, that just about left no question as to who or how. Alek let out his breath and relaxed his light
instinctive battle stance--but only a little. He estimated the child to be sixteen, certainly no more than
eighteen, and tried hard not to hate him too completely. Only a whelp in the Coven, like Eustace. A
psychokinetic--and probably psychotic--result of crossed genetic codes that had no business meeting at
all. It wasn't his place to judge, but something about the kid made the hair want to stand on the back of
his neck.

Alek clenched his fist, let it go, looked around his studio. The centerfold art of all his New Yorkers had
been torn brutally from their spines and lay scattered across the width of the studio as if a tornado had
passed none too subtly through the alleywide space here. Alek watched with a dry mouth as Sean
delicately stripped the copy he held of its Andrew Wyeth.

Alek closed his eyes and swallowed hard. He let it go.
"Rip it up, man. Shred it gooood ..."
Alek opened his eyes. "What?"

Sean's face sharpened wolfishly, a gem of saliva glittering with obscene brightness at the corner of his

grinning mouth. He laughed. "Ain't you never heard no bitchin' rap before, man? When you from, man?"

Alek dropped the coat off his shoulders, shivered as though he were completely naked now. "1953." he
answered the whelp. "And I'm afraid I'm not much into the moderns, Mr. Stone."

"Stone Man to you," Sean corrected him. Then he mellowed out all of a sudden. He laughed, eyed the
stereo at the far end of the studio and the riffled collection of records on the table beside it. "Man," came
the Stone Man's voice like a javelin, "who the fuck is Joe Jackson?"

Alek shuddered, let it go, thankful he kept his real audio treasures--vintage original Blue Oyster Cult
vinyls and Paranoid and Deepest Purple --under the bed. He went to the closet and fished loose his
leather greatcoat and sword, briefly considered using the weapon on the stupid, unlearned little bastard,
then thought better of it. It would only make a mess of the studio. "No one you'd keep company with," he
said.

Sean watched him with feline eyes. "Man, what is it you do here?"

Alek hooked a scarf around his neck, jerked it tight. "Do?" He turned around. "I sleep here. I eat here. |
paint here. I do the things you do in a studio apartment.”

Sean yawned theatrically. "Father said you got an “old soul' or sumpin', so I guess you're like older than
fucking dirt. Probably were here back when the fuckin' Redcoats landed, right?" When he received no
reply to that assumption, he shifted his weight and put his dirty unlaced sneakered feet up on the glass
coffee table next to an ancient veined Han jade amphora, something Alek's old boss at the museum had
given him as a going-away gift when he quit to paint for Braxton. Alek held his breath, but the amphora
stayed intact for the moment. "So you do, like, what? McFarlane stuff?"

"Excuse me?"

Sean rolled his eyes ceilingward. "You know, man, Todd McFarlane. You do comics or what?"
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Alek pointed to the oil over the futon, a surreal Neolithic piece that had made the cover of Le Jour in
Brussels two years ago and had gotten him that Braxton grant he'd very soon be bereft of if he didn't
come up with something salable pretty soon.

"Yours?" the Stone Man asked.
HYeS.H
Sean studied it thoroughly a moment. "You in counseling for this, man, or what?" he asked.

Alek slammed the closet door, a crack like a jagged hair magically appearing along the plankwood. "I
would very much hate to interfere with your methodical trashing of my home and life, Mr. Stone, but are
you ready?"

Sean grinned, pulled himself up with enormous ceremony. Like so many lanky young kids, he looked
taller and more impressive on his feet: nearly six feet of squealing paten leather, jangling zippers and
blinding moon-white metals. Delicate chains grew mystically from Sean's earlobes and disappeared up his
nostrils. His eyes looked to be smeared with lipstick. As he moved, his coat slit open like a skin to reveal
a wide link of bronzed trophy teeth hanging to the dead center of his dirty black T-shirt. Alek was almost
ready to bet something antisocial would be suggested on that shirt, EAT THE DOG AND BEAT YOUR
MOTHER or something to that effect, but in the end it was only an unimaginative Grateful Dead Reunion
concert logo. Sean's mouthtwisted into a sneering grin. "Smokin', man. Let's...get...it...on!" He narrowed
his eyes to glittering black slashes, pinning Alek like a park punk thinking to roll some homeless sot.

Alek blinked and automatically threw up a thin impromptu field of mental protection as he felt something
build in the room between them, something like the sizzling legendary forewave supposedly felt by the
victim before the strike of lightning. No good. A desert-hot ghostly hand brushed past his cheek and
punched the dust shield of the Neolithic on the wall, sending two crazed zigzags through the Plexiglas that
looked suspiciously like a couple of backward Z's. Initials?

"Shit, man, did I do that?" Sean laughed a high, cackling laugh. The sound of it hinted at some soft,
padded room in a high-end mental asylum for the criminally insane that was positively lurking in the kid's
near-future.

Seething, Alek ripped the scarf on his shoulders away, lest it become an impromptu noose. Oh, he
prayed, for a chance to escort the kid to Greystone himself. He remembered the prophecy and then
reconsidered the possibility of it ever coming to that, if the whelp wouldn't be destroyed long before. By
his hand or by another's.

Running a hand through his hair and down over his face, washing away all his suspicions for the moment,
he went to the alleyside door. "Let's. Go. Stone," he said, holding the door open for his young charge.

Sean stopped laughing and smiled quick and easy like a teenager being told he had full run of the world
and had every intention of running it like an amusement park with free rides. "Yes, massah. Whatever you

want, massah ..." he said, skipping ahead of his teacher and out into the night, nimbly, like a summoned
strigoi or dancing demon loosened from a pit out of some remote corner of Dante's legendary hell.

Club Bauhaus, like so many other exclusive demimonde of private pleasure clubs, was located a few
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miles from SoHo, in the middle of one of New York's older, shabbier Bohemian communities. The cab
the two slayers had taken landed curbside to the nightspot just shy of ten-thirty. The Coptic Egyptian
cabby looked none too thrilled to be cruising these outlaw streets at this hour. Alek gave him an extra ten
for his trouble and ushered him along with an old traditional Cairo parting gesture, the tips of the fingers
peaked at the brow and a slight stiff bow to signify the blessing of the Eye of Horus, protector of
travelers far from home.

"Fuck me," Sean said, loping after Alek over the broken walk, "You old as shit itself, ain't you?"

"Forty-eight, actually," Alek answered distractedly as he strolled toward the looming black mass of
battered brownstone at the end of this half-forgotten dead-end street.

"Hundred?" the whelp sneered.

"Years," Alek said, stopping where a pile of ancient reeking garbage crouched in the curb and a length
of dirty police line dragged in the gutter like a mark of demarcation. He looked up, past the rat-infested
grime, and took in the sight of the club.

Originally an abandoned warehouse, the building had been converted into a disco by several young
ambitious capitalists a decade and a half earlier. But when that craze had died, so did the club. It passed
through several hands and incarnations before being bought by the present owner, Jean Paul, a
Paris-born vampire with an indelible taste for real estate. After several months of interior redesigning, the
dive had reopened with a new name and a new attitude. Converted into a goth-punk haven with live
music, a dance loft and an exclusive "Members Only" lower level for those humans with more exotic
tastes in entertainment, the club had quickly developed into the hottest place in the Lower East Side to
hang out in and be seen.

As usual, a crowd of impatient patrons waited anxiously on the sidewalk outside. Most were wealthy,
thirtysomething businessmen in fifteen-hundred-dollar lounge suits with young women in designer dresses
and stiletto heels on their arms. The club catered to mistresses, not wives. Morals and convention were
checked at the door.

Crowding them for space were the goths and Generation X-ers with a great deal less money or hope.
But just the same, here they were seeking a path and an escape in the club from what they saw as the
rigors of Church and Government and whatever other institutions they presently felt were cheating them
of life and pleasure. Their look was a mix of black leather and faded denim, Victorian finery and
post-grunge regalia. Jewelry and makeup was cheap and slathered on in excess like a masquerade
behind which these disillusioned children of the night might hide their true faces.

In many ways, Alek found himself sympathizing with the younger generation. Most were bright and
sensitive young people trying desperately to cope with a world that had learned to hate its youth. Lonely
and disillusioned, they had created a whole subculture not unlike the renegade youth of the sixties and
seventies he was familiar with. But unlike those lost souls Alek had once known, these young people
were basing their rebellion and inner culture on decadence and death and the overdramatized plights of
the vampires they shared their world with. Their view of vampirism came from erotic novels and cheap B
films, not the real thing. As he edged through their numbers, he uttered a silent prayer that they remain
forever ignorant of the truth.

A three-hundred pound vampire nicknamed Erebus guarded the entrance to the club as jealously as the
hell hound he was named by his hive for. Dressed entirely in black, Erebus exuded an air of
barely-restrained menace and arbitrarily controlled all admissions to the club. His word was law. Bribes
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meant nothing to him, nor did social standing or the flash of a badge.

Alek nodded at the doorman. The vampire crossed his arms--they were as thick around as Alek's
thigh--and grimaced with a mouthful of sharply filed teeth as he took in the slayer's long hair and coat. So
brave, and yet his eyes registered threat almost at once when he realized who it was. His smile fell,
perhaps as he remembered his painfully close shave five years earlier. "Jean Paul ain't expecting you,
man," Erebus boomed cautiously in his carrying bass rumble.

"Then announce me," Alek said.
"You got an awful lotta fuckin' balls comin' round here."
"That's not all I have," Alek said, lifting his coat aside for a split-second.

Erebus stepped back hastily, holding the door open for Alek and his charge with all the spirit of a true
gentleman. He and Sean swayed wordlessly through the door and into the club.

Alek paused, letting his eyes change to accommodate the dim interior. The spare blacklighting and the
switls of tobacco and clove smoke made it difficult to see. The ever-present pound of industrial heavy
metal played at the very threshold of pain made conversation impossible. Sean's whoop of bright-eyed
excitement was silent in the hot, deafening roar of sound. For a moment it seemed possible that the whelp
was simply going to shoot right into the mass of patrons and disappear. Alek caught him by the collar.
Wait , he mouthed sternly to the kid. Sean's dazzling silver eyes narrowed. He looked about to protest.
Sit , said Alek and pushed the kid into an empty seat.

Nobody noticed them. Nobody cared. The goths, the norms and those somewhere in between crowded
the dance loft above and the promenade below as busy as insects crawling over a corpse. They moved
frenetically to the eardrum-splitting rhythms of the house band, a quartet of body-pierced, tattooed
delinquents who were either vampires themselves or were just keyed up enough on junk to have a similar
predatory look in their eyes. Alek cared neither way; he wasn't here to talk to the musicians.

Accompanied by a backbeat that wouldn't quit, Alek descended the narrow stairway leading to the
basement, his nerve-endings afire at this level. At the bottom of the landing stood another figure beside an
ornately carved door marked Members Only . Here was Mako, a small, slender male with
near-mahogany skin and greased hair and too-wide of a smile. Though he looked no more exotic than an
eighteen-year-old Asian-African mix, he was closer to a thousand. And a Moor. He loved cops no more
than Erebus, but like the gatekeeper, he was wise enough not to court an affront with a slayer.

"Jean Paul in?" Alek asked the vampire conversationally.

Mako blinked, white eyes flashing in his dark face as he took in the sight before him. A slayer. And he
was asking if his boss was in tonight. Normally, the members of the hive were obligated to defend their
master to the death from possible harm. But in this case, Mako had decided that discretion was indeed
the better part of valor. "Sure," he said. "Yeah. When's he not?" Then "But he ain't havin' guests tonight,"
the Moor added in his newly-acquired tough-guy Brooklyn slur as if for some last ditch effort at bravery.

"I'm not a guest," Alek said, brushing past him, "I'm the Coven. Remember?"
There were a dozen cocktail tables scattered about the private chamber of the master of the hive, with

perhaps a dozen vampires and twice that many human whores and lackeys present. A bar and barkeep
furnished the humans with wine and brandies and the vampires with bottles of some of the finest imported
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and domestic animal blood in the world. To the rear of the room, upon a small raised dais, was the
entertainment for the night, the living crucifixion of a young girl by a small rat-faced vampire dressed all in
black Reaper robes. For a moment, Alek was certain he would have to call a housecleaning; then,
studying her more closely, he realized the girl being tortured was really a small slim woman dressed all in
Alice in Wonderland ftills, not a minor, and certainly not human. Gabriella, Jean Paul's favorite. He
recognized her now, her lewd prettiness. Shrugging, he turned his attention instead on the patronage, and
in particular, the tall aristocratic man in the white suit and red tie strolling toward him, brass-headed cane
in hand.

Jean Paul. He had the disarming, boyish looks of the young-old Richard Geere and the fashion sense of
a true Parisian--and was well-known in many circles to use both of them to his full advantage in business
as well as pleasure. "Quite the appetite-whetter, is it not?" Jean Paul asked, indicating the bleeding body
of his mate on the cross. As always, the hivemaster's approach was direct, no quarter given, like a man
with nothing at all to hide.

"I wouldn't know," Alek answered Jean Paul, looking away from the display. He was conscious of
breathing through his mouth since the start, a reflexive action to keep the scent of blood from making him
sluggish. An old trick of Amadeus's.

Jean Paul lowered his eyes seductively. "A necessary evil, you understand."
"How so?"

"Have you yet tasted the vintage, monsieur?" His hand snapping out, he snagged a cocktail glass on a
waiter's tray in passing and offered the elixir to Alek.

Alek let out his breath and automatically regretted it. The stuff smelled disgusting, flat and lifeless and
harshly metallic. "Hart?" Alek asked as his Jacobson's organ was assailed by the abusive odor of the
stuff.

"The most repulsive substance in the world, next to cow's blood," Jean Paul said, taking a sip and
making a face. ""Tis shame it is as nutritious as it is. I'd much prefer to tear out the throats of the poor
creature's murderers. But until the day the Coven is no more, we endure." Jean Paul nodded toward the
dais as he escorted them both to a table near the back, "And we do the best we can to summon our
desire," he added with a smile that baited Alek's response.

Alek refused to rise to the argument tonight. He sat and took in the performance instead. All or most of
Jean Paul's subjects were painfreaks, and yet this was his typical display of guilty innocence at work.
Many of the vampires, including the late Empirius, would--and did--scoff at the Parisian's incessant
propriety and strict attention to law. It was almost a caricature, as if Jean Paul believed that good
behavior would gain him a privilege or three. Not that it would not. Alek had known the vampire since he
opened the club in the early nineties, and though no unexpected deaths had turned up in or around Club
Bauhaus, nothing existed to say that the Frenchman was not a hunter in some other remote and shadowy
corner of the city. If he wanted to, Alek would have had no trouble finding out; he knew souls out of
every walk of life in this city, from Chinatown all the way up the peninsula to the Long Island Sound. But
why press for the slaying of an all-but-model vampire citizen?

"Your ‘desire' is being contained within these walls, is it not, my friend?" Alek asked as he glanced
askance at Gabriella's bloody, sensual display. Of course, what Jean Paul's subjects did in the privacy of
their own circle was entirely their own business. Alek had seen enough in other clubs, both hive and
human, to consider this a regular kindergarten class.
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Jean Paul sat back in his seat, the back of his chair characteristically to the bricks like Wild Bill Hickok
obsessed with being taken from behind. His eyes lowered, this time not in seduction but in subdued
surprise. "Why, have you heard otherwise, monsieur?"

Alek smiled. "No. But if you had answered any other way, Jean Paul, I would have started to worry."
The Frenchman relaxed. "So your most welcome visit is strictly friendly?"

"Actually, I was wondering if you knew of any new bleeding-heart liberals."

"Y ou mean--"

"I mean Normans."

Jean Paul let out his breath and closed his eyes. Raising a hand, he held up two fingers for a human
waiter to see. 1982. His favorite vintage. The year he slew the hivemaster Antony and claimed the dead
vampire's harem queen as his own. Gabriella had been bound to him ever since. "You are subtle, my
friend, aren't you?"

"I don't have time for subtleties, Jean Paul. Don't ask me why. I just need to know what the word on the
street is."

Jean Paul thought long and hard before speaking. One did not simply jabber on about Normans like one
would go on about the other confederacies which plagued the city both in the mainstream and the
underground. Pro-Norms were probably the most dangerous and influential terrorists the city didn't know
it fought. It was there misguided belief that the world was in desperate need of another Inquisition to
purge it of the demon-spawn they saw as a major threat to human existence. It was well-known among
the Coven and many of the hives that almost half of the marks placed on hivemasters--and
Covenmasters--could be traced back to the ancient anti-vampire hate-cult of humans called the
Pro-Normals, or Normans. Their eyes and ears were everywhere. And in many ways they were more a
threat to hives than the Coven; the Coven, at least, had its honor codes.

They were served the bottle some spare moments later. Alek's eyes strayed incessantly to the
performance until at last Jean Paul's incipient whisper brought his attention back around. "There was a
demonstration two nights ago, a small one," he said as he poured them both a glass of rabbit's blood. "A
few rocks thrown at Erebus, a few self-righteous holy God-thumping threats, nothing more."

"Normans?"

"That or Lutherans." Jean Paul smiled, showing his refined smile of straight, white, perfectly filed teeth.
"You know, I can never quite tell which--"

"Shit."

"Excuse me?"

"Shit," Alek repeated, standing up and nearly overturning the table. He closed his eyes and watched
inside the picture-show of his mind as Sean drew to the side of the club. And in the oily darkness of the

sliver-mooned night he saw the whelp's pale long hands make long swooping strokes over a tapered
chrome body. Harley-Davidson fifteen hundred super-charged engine, man. Swan-neck frame.
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Stove enameled. Methane injection built right into the fucker. Goes to ninety in one-point-five
seconds. It'd kill it, but you'd be miles away when it happened. Vrooom! The voice came from a
husky biker-type behind him. Coo!/?

Real cool, man, real fuckin' cool!Sean laughed his high, nervous horse's whinny and the sound of it
made Alek's teeth ache. A moment and a blurring silver flicker later, Alek/Sean tasted the metallic
sweet-sour tang of spilt blood on the air. The aging biker lay prone on the ground, hands cupped to his
throat, but like a sieve, catching none of the steaming crimson red flowing like wine down the front of his
white T-shirt.

But he/Sean was unaffected by the bloodletting; he/Sean was too busy slipping one sinewy jeans leg
over the saddle of the bike. Can I come? came another voice, a young starry-eyed boy already in love
with this beautiful fallen angel who had floored the biker with such fluid violence.

Alek/Sean laughed riotously. The machine snarled. Sean popped the clutch and Alek felt his soul being
torn two inches from his body and left to writhe behind as they pounced forward, the bike carrying the
whelp and Alek's piggybacked conscious up and over the hills of the city and into the sterile holocaust of
midwinter in raw breaths of blue smoke and cooking rubber. From a now spiraling godlike distance,
Alek saw the whelp laugh and toss back his head, his lion's mane of jawcut yellow hair becoming a river
of molten gold under the greasy, one-eyed ogling of the Martian gooseneck Village lamps. "We are the
Children of the Night, man!" he cried as he took a corner at an impossible angle. "Listen to our
bitchin' music!" Sean's voice lengthened into a werewolf bay, a ruthless sound caught easily by the wind
and swollen into a great dark umbrella over their heads.

Alek's physical body was on the club's roof by that time. Soaring like a bat, he crossed the thirty- and
sometimes fifty-foot drops separating the buildings with a single leap, headed on a northeastern-bound
flight toward the Atlantic on the psychic tale of his runaway acolyte. Most, but not all, of the buildings in
this part of the city were level with the top of the next. He jumped the alleys between the structures with
little effort and even less thought, sending off multiple motion detectors on roofs and gables but never
slowing or stopping even a moment to catch his breath, cursing himself breathlessly for trusting the little
turd, even a moment, to behave himself.

The bike, meanwhile, carried his acolyte deeper into the Eastside underworld of rotted buildings gothic
and eyeless with glass, twisted projects and derelict cars, X-rated babylons and Asian groceries too
afraid to stay open after dusk when all the monsters came out and too poor not to.

The brainless fool was on the road for almost a quarter of an hour when it happened the first time.
Horrorshow, man! Sean bellowed as he reined up his machine at the blinking intersection of Grand and
FDR Drive. His hands caressed the ignition and the cycle growled impatiently. His jackal-like mouth
slackened open, tongue flicking over his teeth and making them shine like wet little pearls. "Oh yeah,
man, oh fuckin' yeah!" he bellowed.

From sixteen blocks away, Alek felt the first stirrings--a dull prickling in his nape and in the small of his
back, as if a wire were being thrummed across the length of his spine.

"Yeah, man!"Sean's glassy gaze returned to the road ahead of him, shoulders bunching and flexing,
tough, coiled muscle writhing like a nest of snakes under his paten leather hide. He gunned his machine,

eyed the alley directly across the street. "There we go, baby, there ...we...go!"

His metal-plated beast screamed.
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Howling, Sean peeled out at whiplash speed and rounded a corner into a dead waste of lightless alley
space. The Harley's shiny Cyclops's eye splashed over orange clay brick and a gallery of arcane graffiti.
Finally it picked out the two figures at the back of the dead end space. A girl, sharp bones scarcely
protected by a punk mini and a battered leather jacket, had a junky hanging against the wall. A moment
after the light hit her she turned, black painted streetwalker's eyes catching the invasion of light and
sending it back like the aquamarine eyes of a Siamese cat.

Her mouth and chin were as scarlet as the flimsy little white dress she wore.

Such a dirty trick, Alek thought as he slid over the cornice edge of a bank building and clambered like a
monkey down the fire escape. The lesser evolved of the vampire did not read the new brood the way
they did their own. In a vampire's powerful and delicate psyche their younger half-brethren were as blank
slates to them as the simple human prey they required to survive. Blank until that final moment of total
understanding, when it was far too late for them and escape a fallacy. Alek, like many of the new breed,
had learned that with time and stealth enough many need never know they were marked at all. It had
often been his method.

But Sean of course was going to be a bastard about it.

He rode his mount to a skittering halt and booted down the kickstand, leapt from the machine like a fair
angel of destruction falling to earth. He smiled at his quarry, brandishing his katana like a baton. "Here,
kitty, kitty."

The little vampire hissed, showed him her cattish teeth.
"Aww, nice kitty. Nice kitty, kitty."Sean cut her.

The girl fell against the wall like a smashed insect. She growled, eyes flashing up at her slayer like bits of
broken glass.

Sean kicked the carcass of her dead john. "Bad kitty. Bad, baaad kitty. Lookit the mess you made!"
He sliced her face.

The girl crumpled, hissing in and out of her mouth and the side of her cheek. Sean giggled like a wicked
little boy who knows too many secrets and kicked her over, knelt down beside her