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Praise for Gabrielle Faust
“Vampires are comfortable in their familiarity, in their Gothic surroundings as ornate as their inner contortions. Faust pulls vampires out of their well-worn trappings and puts them in the realm of the desolate. Deal with it.”
— Michael Marano, Bram Stoker Award Winning Author of Dawn Song
“Wicked…divine…totally engulfing…welcome to the nightmares created by Gabrielle Faust…”
— Andrea Dean Van Scoyoc, Best Selling award winning Horror Sinisteria Author
“Faust continues to weave a world of scares and fantasy that defines her talent. She has given new hope for vampires. And new blood for us all to taste.”
— Eric Enck, Author of Tell Me Your Name
“Gabrielle Faust’s Eternal Vigilance books are an unique take on vampires. Her prose is quite strong, fluid, and vivid, and it wraps you in the tale quickly. EV2 opens with an action packed battle scene, which might seem odd in a vampire tale. However, I think Faust has created an enjoyable blend of vampire with sword and sorcery.”
— Louise Bohmer, Author of The Black Act
"Once again, Ms. Faust has woven a tale of intrigue and suspense. Written in a hauntingly realistic and atmospheric style, Eternal Vigilance II and its predecessor represent an intelligent progression in American horror literature that can't be overlooked."
-- Raven Digitalis, Author of Shadow Magick Compendium & Goth Craft
For Icarus, wherever you are.
You taught me to fly,
even when the world did not deem us worthy.
Thank you.
1
The sharp hiss and clang of steel upon forged steel resonated through the heavy morning fog with the brutality of an eagle’s screech. Somewhere between the worlds, the mists parted long enough for me to hear the agony and despair of the dying and the defiant wails of those that still lived above the chaotic thunder of my own terrified heart. The world seemed trapped between layers and layers of time and matter, thick and horrifically detailed from one second to the next. My sword rose in my hands, slick with gore and mud, flashing red and silver in the grey-white light, and falling, plunging down through the leather armor of my foe beneath me. The blade pierced clothing, flesh, colliding with bone in a dull hollow crunch that reverberated up through my forearms as my foe screamed, clutching at the blade as it entered him, slicing through his palms and severing his thumbs.
He stared up at me, his grey eyes matching the glowing fog that enveloped us, thick red blood bubbling up from his throat through his lips. For a moment time stopped and we were mortals again, young mortal men dying on a field where we knew we would both be forgotten one day, both wishing none of this had come to pass. And then, the light faded from his eyes as he collapsed backwards into the mud and weeds, his face white as bleached bone.
The ground shook with an earthquake tremor as a massive black horse bearing a warrior from my clan went down mere feet away shattering me out of my icy trance. The world imploded around me, the screaming neighing of the horse beside me, the smell of blood and leather and earth, the constant clash of swords; reality crashed into me, a cold heavy wave of inescapable panic drowning me. I scrambled up, trying desperately to find my footing in the soaked ground as I pulled my sword from the gaping wound in my enemy’s chest.
“Tyyynnnnaaaaannn! Tyyannnaaaan!!!” Ahern, my clansman shrieked beside me, pinned helplessly to the ground as the horse thrashed about frantically trying to haul itself back upright.
Sheathing my sword as I ran, I grabbed hold of the horse’s reins and struggled to pull the massive animal off Ahern. As soon as the stallion found solid ground, it bolted into the fray in a spray of dark water and destroyed turf. The sound of the battle seemed to be fading, moving into the forests to either side of us in dying threads that echoed hollow and ghostly through the mountain pass. The disorienting white light of the sun through the clouds was beginning to burn off the dense fog that had blinded us for hours, revealing the shattered nightmare of dead men and horses around us.
I sank to my knees beside Ahern. He reached and grasped my right arm with both of his hands. Never had I seen the warrior’s face, lines of dark blue tribal ink etched into his cheeks streaked with dirt and blood against his pale white skin, in such agonizing terror. I could feel his soul-searing pain in constant waves of tremors up my arm as he began to shake from shock.
“My legs, I can’t move my legs,” he gasped.
I broke away from the wide panicked jade of his eyes and looked down at his legs. The right was nearly buried in the earth, surely crushed along with his hip by the weight of the falling horse. His left had been speared with two long wooden arrow shafts, one through his calf and one through his thigh.
“I can tell by your look it isn’t good,” he said through gritted chattering teeth, his grip on my arm excruciating, nails biting into the skin above my wrist guards. “We ran them off, haven’t we?”
“I think so, they’re retreating. I think it’s over.” I turned back to him, speechless and lost suddenly, feeling altogether too young to have witnessed all that I had that day or to have lost so many dear friends in such grisly ways.
Ahern forced a short choking laugh between gasps of pain, “Ha! We sent the damned dogs running!”
“Yes, yes we did,” I whispered.
I could feel his grip losing its tenacity, the shuddering subsiding as his breath became more shallow and exhausted. We both knew he would not make it; there was no need for empty promises of otherwise. He had lived the warrior’s life and now he would die upon the battlefield, just as the gods had preordained. There was a strange sort of peace to be found within such trust and honor.
“You will have made our king very proud.” I placed my left hand upon his chest over his heart.
He smiled weakly and whispered, “Tell your father, it was my greatest honor.” Ahern’s eyes slowly fluttered closed, his hands slipping from my arm to the ground and he was gone.
Beneath my left hand, his heart no longer beat and I hung my head in silent homage to the warrior whom had served my father faithfully for twenty years. Silently, I said a blessing, asking the gods to guide him on through otherworld, and to lend those that were left behind the strength to move forward from that bloody day. The adrenaline had suddenly left my system and in its absence festered a weariness and sorrow I had never experienced. It was as if the center of the earth had reached up through the layers of packed clay and caves to take hold of my soul. I wanted to collapse into the oblivion of sleep, to be back in the safe, stone walls of my father’s castle surrounded by my beautiful family and our doting devoted servants. Instead, I knelt in mud and gore and animal manure amidst a field of cold corpses and broken armor, knowing I must soon help carry our dead back to be washed and wrapped for the funeral pyres that would burn that evening.
Feeling as if I might turn to stone if I stayed bowed for much longer, I stood, slowly, raising my eyes to survey the field around me. My clansmen had returned from the woods, having chased the remaining enemy warriors so that they were sure they would not return. I could see the same earth-bound weariness was taking hold of their souls as well, the lines on their faces seeming impossibly deep, their eyes too heavily shadowed and haunted, their mouths drawn tight with the grim honor of duty as they dismounted their horses and began to trudge back across the field to the fallen. I looked down again at Ahern; his face was pure, innocent serenity as if he had never known what a sword could render of another man.
A hand, large and heavy, clasped my shoulder and a low husky voice resonated behind me, “He was an honorable warrior. We will never forget him, but there are those that need your help now, and those, like Ahern, who must be brought home.” It was my father, the chieftain.
“Yes, my lord.” I could not look at him; I could not show him the weakness that pooled in my eyes.
“Good, then.” His voice was grave and weary. He too wished this day had never come to pass. “I will help you carry Ahern’s body so that we may prepare him for the journey home.”
“Father?” I turned to face him.
Though he stared at me through a streaked mask of dirt and blood, his deep-set eyes regarded me with a profound empathy for the confusion and angst that can often envelope a young warrior in the wake of his first battle. His face was, and would forever be, the epitome of strength; high cheekbones lined in the elder tribal tattoos of our clan that disappeared along his jaw-line in a thick beard of silver and gold. His long ashen hair was streaked with the same white-silver of his beard and bound in braids with leather that fell against his chest-plate tooled with ancient protection symbols. It was the true face of a chieftain.
I met his gaze, my brow knit in concentration to keep my sanity intact. “Tegwaret. Is he…?”
“Your brother is alive and well.” He paused for a long moment, staring down at me as if he attempted to read the very diatribe of my rambling soul. “I just passed him up on the rise behind you.” He pointed over my shoulder. “You need to go help him now. He will show you what must be done.”
I continued to stare at his face, unable to speak further but wanting to confess of my entire existence to him. “Father?”
“Yes, my son?” His fierce gaze bored into my soul in a way only blood-kin could.
“This is the way it will always be, isn’t it?”
“I’m not sure what you mean?” His heavy brows knit in concern.
I looked down at the hilt of my sword, raising my left hand to cover the filthy gold pummel. I could not speak further for I felt I might lose what was left of my composure.
“Ah…” He paused for a long moment before answering, searching for the proper words to console me. “Men are often damnable creatures, greedy and ruthless. Some do not understand our ways and want to destroy what they cannot have for themselves. I know it is hard for you to understand right now, but we must at times fight in order to keep intact what peace we cherish, to protect the ones we love from harm.” He sighed long through his nose.
In the distance I could hear Tegwaret calling his name. He reached out and grasped my shoulders with his hands, squeezing them tightly through his heavy leather gloves, before pulling me suddenly into an unexpected embrace so strong I thought my ribs might crack beneath the pressure. “Ah, my boy. You grow up so fast.”
He pushed me back, holding me again by my shoulders, “Come. Let us help your brother. I want to go home.”
* * *
The cold November wind wound through the shattered shell of the city. I stood just beyond the reach of the street lamp’s wavering amber light, sinking deeper with each passing second into the shadow drenched concrete that surrounded me. Memories of my stolen past had begun to howl through my mind as I had descended to the street, the remnants of a morning on a battlefield with my father, turned earth and blood, the screams of my fallen friends, all fading with the laments of the wind as it cut through my clothes to my bones. It chilled my heart to think how quickly it had all come to an end; my blissful ignorance of my own mortality, of my family’s mortality. In that one morning’s pale grey light my childhood was burnt to ash and cast away, to be churned deep with the mud and bones of my enemies.
There had been pride in my father’s eyes, intense brimming pride that branded my soul, binding me ever closer to my family and my fate. I had fought viciously, I had fought honorably, and I had survived. In that moment, for reasons I still could not fathom, I knew my father had decided that I would be the one he would trust with his kingdom when he passed, that I held the promise of becoming a strong, yet sympathetic and wise leader one day. I had failed him though. Failed him terribly and with my failure, his kingdom had shattered. I did not become the king he had dreamed of, who fellow and future clansmen would write ballads about to sing in their warm halls while they downed their ale and bedded their beautiful women. Indeed, I did become a thing of legend, but it was a myth that woke grown men screaming from their slumbers and kept children cowering behind their mothers’ skirts as soon as the moon breached the sky. I became a vampire.
The centuries had not diminished the scars of the past as they should have, my Immortal mind clung greedily to every minute detail with a stubborn will of its own. The ghosts of my slain family, alongside the wraiths of each and every of my victims, followed closely upon my tread, a stalking horse escorting me through the years of nights with constant silent judgment. I closed my eyes again, briefly, centering myself within the physical plane somewhere locked between salvation and damnation, and there before my mind burned my father’s face again, his honest honorable gaze boring deep into my soul. Perhaps this was my one last chance to redeem myself, to regain the honor that I had stripped from my family’s name. If I was successful in my mission to stop the Tyst from freeing the Vicinus, to defeat their plan to obtain their own hideous form of immortality, perhaps then the ghosts that clung feverishly to my present could finally rest, returning to the past where they belonged.
I wanted to believe that I was there for a true reason. Not such as dictated by the secret agendas of my fellow Dark Brethren or their human allies. A reason that resonated from the core of the universe itself to guide me to a place where the truth and peace I craved would be allotted to me; a place where I might stand upon the other side of the vast gorge separating me from my spiritual and mental freedom and look back and understand the point of my long tortured existence on the earth. There was no turning back now and, therefore, there was no other decision for me but to cling to that hope.
A shiver raced through me, my spirit accosted by a phantom chill as if a soul had passed through its center. I opened my eyes; the street remained empty and cold. I glanced up to the window of Jasmine’s apartment high above where I stood. The window was dark. Inside she lay sleeping, deeply dreaming her mortal dreams in a bed still warm from our slow, passionate movements. My heart constricted painfully as I thought of all I was about to turn my back on; the new life I had begun to sculpt for myself that would be shattered into unrecognizable shards and left for ruin in the gutters.
Everything I had grown close to, the small details of existence, the familiarity of new habits and awkward nightly patterns that fooled my subconscious into believing there remained within me a bit of humanity between my kills; the fragile shell of my lie would vanish, obliterated beneath the crushing wrath of the war into which I stepped. There was no way for me to shelter that shoddily scripted play now, for if I remained behind, I knew it would only be a matter of time before the effects of my cowardice ferreted me out and stripped away all that I held near and dear from my clutching clawing fingers. Jasmine’s beautiful, humble struggle for survival needn’t be disturbed by such catastrophic battles.
Reluctantly, painfully, my eyes dropped away from her window and down to the thick bundle of rolled maps and documents clutched in my right hand, the maps that Tiernan had entrusted to me. The bundle felt incredibly heavy as if pressed and sealed in marble, yet it did not possess the aura of power that I needed from whatever tools I might be able to utilize in my fight. I stared at the bundle trying to comprehend how to proceed; how could I possibly be victorious if that, and what lay within my mind, were all the weaponry I had?
I shook my head, chuckling low and deranged beneath my breath as a sudden calm descended over my soul. Very well, then, if this was to be my last stand, then I would walk towards the fading horizon with my sword drawn; let whatever anarchy embodied beyond that line be unleashed in its full fury. I would not back down. I would not turn tail and flee as I might have done in another century, in another passion. Instead, I would stand and fight with every ounce of will and breath within me as I had beneath my clan’s tartan in my youth. I had thought that proud strong son of my father dead and buried alongside my family’s bones, but as I stood upon the cold broken street of the dark, echoing city, I knew a flicker of him still survived.
I still held no allegiance to any one race or clan, Phuree or Immortal. If only they had approached me in a different way, appealed to my sense of reason, however shattered and warped it might have been, then perhaps I could have given them my mystical sentiments alongside my will to fight. But, then and again, a few fleeting nights had changed me dramatically and, looking back, perhaps it had been the only way. The only way either side could have known, at least.
History is often quickened in such hasty and desperate means. Events, however, unfold as only the universe may have them evolve; in the end, there is no ample supply of free will in the hands of either race, mortal or Immortal, that can truly redirect what the gods have preordained. In this, I had to entrust my faith once again, to know that my warrior and philosopher soul would meet an end only as the gods would see fit. Whether I lived or died was not the ultimate factor in my progression any longer. I would take ownership of whatever battle lay ahead. The war was a quest for my freedom, whether in true liberation from my Maker’s dictatorship or in death itself; this was a battle for an honor that had been shattered centuries before and for the final rest of the ghosts that could not make amends with such a loss.
I tightened my fist around the maps, feeling the paper give beneath my grip, knowing I could easily crush them to dust and scatter them to the wind. My other hand held my journal. I thought briefly of tossing it into the sewer drain beside me, but instead, slipped it into the satchel I had slung across my chest. I could feel the chanting vibration of new blood in my veins. It danced within me, infusing itself with each and every cell, muscle, tendon or bone like water seeping deep down into the parched earth, never to return to the surface again.
I shivered as a crisp gust of wind accosted me. Keeping to the shadows just beyond the reach of the streetlamps near the buildings, I began to walk. I found myself placing a level of blind faith in the script that had been written for me by the Phuree and my Immortal Brethren. I had to trust that the knowledge Josh and Loden, the duo of supposed Chronous technology experts allied with the Phuree, possessed would weave together the strands of hallucination with reality. I wondered what they might gain from assisting me. If my perceptions of the underground trans-info market served me well, Josh and Loden were traders of the kind of information that was priceless and all but intangible. They were masters of a very deadly game of cat and mouse. It was a constant battle of intellect and skill in which the stakes were morbidly high for both sides.
However, if they were like any of the other members of the various covert intelligence operations I had met in the past, throughout the centuries, I knew that what they had at stake was far more than merely bragging rights. The destruction of the Tyst empire would shatter the carefully constructed hierarchy of the game they played. On one hand, they would have aided the defeat of their opponents, but what then? Without the carefully orchestrated tiers of gateways in which they maneuvered, they would be lost, their legacy and their status amongst the underground world they existed in stripped away and forgotten. They would have been deluded not to have to realized this possibility at one point or another. I knew I would have to be selective about the information I acquired from them; something told me that, being used to disguising even their most inner thoughts after years of chasing the Chronous, even their subconscious could only be taken at face value. As with all sources of technology, I could trust them only so far as I could control them.
I stepped off of the curb and into the black city street. Several blocks from the main avenue where the local bazaar was built, the roads were all but deserted. Sparsely populated clusters of ancient apartment hi-rises glared out from between rows of vacant burned-out buildings, reminding me of the flickering eyes of a jack-o-lantern. The world was holding its breath, as it did every night, hunkering down, trying to remain invisible. For a while I wandered, almost drunkenly, weaving careful tendrils of my consciousness through the cracked, soot-stained concrete and exposed rebarb, gently probing the city for inklings of Malakai, of Josh and Loden. I hummed an old Leonard Cohen song from the 20th century as my feet fell upon the pavement, one waltzing step in front of the other, my eyelids half-mast and seemingly dreaming.
“Now in Vienna there’s ten pretty women…there’s a shoulder where death comes to cry…there’s a lobby with nine-hundred windows…there’s a tree where the dove goes to die…”
I turned down a narrow alleyway and headed towards the swirling chaos of the midtown bazaar. The thick stench of damp decay interrogated my senses. I pushed it away from me with a deep exhale of breath, listening to the soft trickle of water through the broken metal drainpipes that ran down the sides of the old brick buildings.
“…there’s a piece that was torn from the morning…and it hangs in the gallery of frost…”
Someone was following me. I did not quicken my steps to betray my notice of their presence as I listened to their light footfalls upon the rooftop high above me. They prowled stealthily, analyzing my every move with an unnerving precision. I could feel the individual’s gaze upon my back, cold and calculated.
It was Malakai.
“…take this waltz, take this waltz…take this waltz with the clamp on its jaw…”
The whoosh of clothing through the air and the soft thud of contact with the ground behind me finally halted my pace. Slowly, I turned to face my stalker.
“Did you take care of the business you needed to tend to?” he asked. The hiss of a match scraped across the brick wall a couple of yards away and a small bloom of golden light illuminated Malakai’s chiseled features. He brought the match up before his face where a newly rolled cigarette dangled loosely from right corner of his mouth. As the tip began to glow a dull orange, he tossed the match into a puddle nearby, watching it fizzle into extinction.
I took a few steps forward. “Yes.” My voice was flat, revealing nothing as I traced the outline of his form in search of betrayal. “And you?”
His icy blue gaze locked on me as I moved. He laughed, one short, low burst of sound, “What can I say? Business is good.” He raised his eyebrows, taking a long drag of the cigarette, but did not elaborate.
The respect he had acquired for me the previous evening seemed to have faded somewhat. He radiated the original arrogance I had found in our first introduction.
He arched one eyebrow at my scrutiny of him. “Don’t bother asking,” he said, exhaling white smoke in my direction.
“I wouldn’t dream of it,” I said quietly. The rain had begun to pick up and I stuffed the maps into my canvas bag to keep them from getting wet.
“We’d better move off the street,” I suggested as I looked up at the rooftops and dark, cloudy sky above. In the distance I could hear the low howling of the wind turbines that generated power for the amagin parameters.
“Follow me,” Malakai said, pulling the collar of his faded olive military coat up around his neck, squinting through the lazy spiral of cigarette smoke that drifted up in front of his face.
Hesitantly, I followed him as he made his way out of the alley where we stood and across an open expanse of broken, scarred concrete that had once served as a parking lot. Weeds and long, sun-bleached wheatgrass had overtaken the plot of asphalt, the old metal collection booth sagging to the ground with decay and vines. Without the heavy enclosure of the surrounding buildings, I felt naked as we hurried through the rain, our feet crunching now and again on broken glass and tin hidden beneath the dead grass. Listening to the city’s soul as it hummed around us, I pulled my aura closer into me, tucking it away from the prying eyes of my would-be enemies.
On the far side of the parking lot, only a block or so from noisy filth of the open-air market, Malakai turned into another narrow dark alleyway. Here the buildings had an even more ancient feel as they had been built in the very early 1900’s with uneven bricks and mortar. Algae and soot stained the meandering avenues of the crumbling structures’ faces; in places one could make out the layers of resurfacing that had been attempted over the years and that were now slowly dissolving with neglect.
Malakai ducked into an alcove set away from the road. Splintering ancient wood doors were set deep into the stone walls of the building. Above the doors, an arched pane of glass heavily coated with a dark film of grime remained, one corner of which had been shattered and never repaired. Beneath the soot, in flaking faded gold paint was painted the word “Speakeasy”.
I marveled that the club’s structure had survived the Tyst’s war. Housed in a building constructed in 1910 and established over eighty years later as a tribute to the Prohibition Era speakeasies, the club had always been a dark seductive haunt I had frequented during my time in Texas. From my memories velvety images of the two floors of darkly painted and sensuously lit interior unfurled. There had been a small stage for local musical acts and a long mahogany bar over which an owl was hung, an old sign that it was the place to be.
At night, the crowds would filter in with a sea of cool laughter and classic elegance, filling the rooms until the break of dawn. Liquor flowed freely as blues or jazz guitar licks coiled, serpentine, around the ancient deco moldings and banisters leading to the rooftop terrace where I would always find myself in the small hours before closing, the tempting press of warm bodies and human perfume having grown too much to endure. I would work my way to the far corner, away from the enthralling dance of the youth who dreamed of wealth and flirted carelessly in their beauty with their own mortality. There, I would lean against the old cast iron railing and stone wall, hungrily breathing the crisp night air as I watched the sparkling lights of downtown, the ghost of music all around me as I taunted the horizon with a fierce defiance.
How simple things had been, I realized suddenly, and how greatly I had taken it all for granted. I had been buried in my own smothering self-pity for so long that I had never truly seen the beauty, never savored it and always longed for more. Until now. Nothing would ever be that simple, that elegant, again.
I watched as Malakai approached one of the doors and knocked three times.
“This place is still operating?” I said in disbelief.
Malakai peered at me over his shoulder for a second before returning his gaze back to the closed door in front of him. “Sort of.”
Seconds ticked by in nervous anticipation. I turned around to face the empty lane behind us, scanning the alleyway in both directions while listening to the city around us heave and sigh. The raucous din of the trade bazaar a block away drowned out the heavier exhale of the darker, less populated quadrants making it difficult to pinpoint individual auras and thoughts. Behind me, the sound of wood sliding against wood caught my attention and I turned back, taking a step closer to Malakai. A small panel had slid aside in the door’s face revealing a pair of leering brown eyes surrounded by angular black shadows.
The eyes flickered back and forth between Malakai and myself for a moment before a voice addressed Malakai through the opening. “What do you want?” The eyes, glassy and paranoid in the blue-black shadows, locked upon me again. “And who’s the guy behind ya?”
“I need a shortcut.” Malakai’s voice was even and devoid of information.
“The guy behind you? What’s he want?”
“He’s a jack-trade.” Malakai waited for a moment before adding, “He’s clean, trust me.”
“Ha!” The man on the other side of the door snorted. “Now there’s a laugh.” He stared at Malakai, “You got something for me?”
Malakai nodded. The eyes squinted as they silently decided whether or not to believe him. The panel in the door slid shut with a hiss. Through the dense wood, the dull echo of multiple deadbolts being pulled back into their housings broke the steady patter of the rain against the asphalt. Creaking hinges whined loudly as the door opened into a smothering blackness. Silently, I followed Malakai over the threshold.
The heavy acrid scent of cigarette smoke stung the lining of my nostrils above the dank musty perfume of oiled wood and dust. As my eyes adjusted quickly to the low light that emanated from several dully glowing oil lamps placed intermittently upon ledges and tables throughout the first floor, I could see that the overall structure of the building had changed little, though its usage had. The ground level sloped downwards into an open hall which had once been filled with wooden tables and drunken dancers, but was now replaced with scuffed cargo bins of various sizes, piles of discarded computer hardware and a few militia cots stacked in a corner where the stage had once lived. The second floor, which was actually a raised balcony open on three sides, still stood supported by two carved oak posts at two points, with the main side flush with the far left wall. A dull artificial glow oozed from the open space over the ledges above us indicating that there was indeed a source of electricity feeding into the building somehow.
The ominous sensation of being watched from multiple directions struck me hard across the chest suddenly and I halted, my instincts refusing to let me proceed further into the building. Several mortals lingered about the room, three men and two women, positioned strategically out of sight. All of them were armed.
“Don’t move.” The muzzle of what felt like a shotgun wedged itself against my lower spine as the door behind me closed with a groan, the multiple locks slamming into place with the dull echo of a prison cell gate.
Malakai seemed uninterested in my situation as he walked to the long bar off to the right of the entrance and took a seat on one of the remaining ancient barstools that huddled together, derelicts amongst the clutter. “I told you, Darwin. He’s clean.”
“Like I’d take your word for anything.” The sandpaper voice of the man who had let us inside scoffed bitterly at Malakai’s suggestion. He shoved the barrel of the gun hard against my back. “Move it. Up the stairs to your left.”
My patience was growing thin. I did not take well to being threatened and narrowed my eyes at Malakai. He watched me lazily as he leaned against the bar, which was covered in spare computer hardware and bulky gray cases of what appeared to be ammunition.
He waved at me to follow the man’s orders. “Just do what he says so we can get moving. He’s got to scan you for implants ‘cause apparently my word isn’t good enough anymore.” He rolled his eyes.
I started to protest when Darwin prodded me violently again. Suppressing a growl, I began to walk towards the narrow staircase that led to the second floor balcony. The idea of my body being interrogated and my identity revealed caused my nervousness to intensify until it crackled upon the periphery of my senses.
As Darwin followed me, his gruff voice barked back at Malakai, “That’s right, asshole. There ain’t nobody in this town whose word’s worth shit anymore. Especially yours. So get used to it. You want to do business here, you do it my way. I ain’t gettin’ my ass obliterated cause some ex-Tyst lackey thinks he can save his soul by sellin’ me some scored soft once in a while.”
I made a decision in a flash; I simply could not take the chance that my vampiric nature might be brought to light so soon. It was a rare occasion that any mortal could accept the reality of my existence peacefully, and it would be a great tragedy to have to waste a life that could possibly hold part of the key to my mission so early on. Before Darwin or Malakai had a chance to draw breath, I pivoted around to Darwin’s side and removed the gun from his hands. For a brief moment, I could see the recognition start to scramble behind his eyes as he sought furiously to understand what had just occurred.
Slowly, our footsteps creaking on the ancient floorboards, I backed him up against the nearest of the two posts that held up the second floor balcony. I pressed the barrel of the gun beneath his jaw with enough force to show how easily I could crush it. Darwin was a sickly thin man of about forty-five years with heavily lined, sallow skin and dark eyes that squinted permanently. His graying hair was cropped close revealing the blue veins that ran along the sides through the thin mottled scalp. Beneath the thick stench of stale tobacco, I could smell sickness upon him, the slow, rank decay of his cells breaking apart and mutating into a hungry cancer.
It was as if I could almost see it in my mind’s eye, a gluttonous cutworm clipping away at the white roots of a plant, greedily consuming his life force. A year perhaps, maybe less was left of his life, and he was completely unaware. Perhaps he didn’t care. As the pressure against his throat became painful, a grunt escaped his thin, pale lips.
From the shadows around us came the crack of chambers being pumped, though the concealed figures did not betray their locations. My skin prickled with the intent focused energy of so many eyes upon me, their heartbeats fast in my ears, the smell of their nervous sweat dank and rich as swamp moss. In my peripheral vision, I saw Malakai tensely perched on his barstool, his face a frozen mask of disbelief. He too had heard the guns about the room engage as I had suddenly grabbed hold of Darwin, leaving him completely out of his element. I could hear his thoughts racing; he was already questioning his choice in aiding me.
Stay where you are, I whispered silently to his mind. His eyes widened, but he remained a statue in his seat.
“Call them off.” I spoke slowly, steadily, each word finely tuned to touch the primal core of Darwin’s mind, coaxing from it an unnatural acceptance and calm, smooth as mercury rising through water.
I could see myself shimmering in the yellowing whites of his eyes, a pale wraith against the heavy shadows of the boarded windows behind me. Carefully, I deconstructed the image, an artist blending in oil paints, integrating my lost humanity back into my features. It was an illusion I used to conceal the perfection that disturbed and entranced the hearts of mortals, much the same as the one Nahalo used to disguise his true face from his devoted followers, though his magic had become far more than a simple illusion over the eons. I was unsure if the pale shadow of the trick I attempted would actually work, for it was still early on in my adaptation to the new powers I had inherited from Nahalo through his blood, but I had no choice now but to try. Though my grasp on Darwin’s consciousness was undeniable, I sensed that the other’s respect for him meant that they would most likely follow suit in his sudden blind acceptance of my “appearance”. A human countenance would most definitely aid in their persuading.
The fingers of the snipers that held us in their scopes were starting to shake; an almost palpable vibration in their muscles that I could sense like the rustling of leaves in the high branches of a tree. They would not wait much longer. I spoke slowly once again, applying slightly more pressure to the barrel of the gun, hearing his windpipe begin to cave a little, “Darwin, call them off.”
He winced at the pain, but nodded hesitantly, as if his body were still at war with his conscious decision. He raised his right hand and made a quick gesture with his fingers to the shadows. His breath was shallow and stank of rotten teeth and whiskey. One by one, I sensed the guns being lowered, though the hostility towards Malakai and myself continued to bristle silently.
“Good, very good,” I purred, holding his gaze. “There’s absolutely no need for you to scan me now, is there?” I kept my voice low so that only his ears could hear me. “We go way back, remember? I’m Tynan. You just haven’t seen me in a while so you didn’t recognize me right away.”
The room was deathly still. Outside, the rain began to fall in chiseling sheets against the stone exterior of the building, the wind carrying it across the cityscape with a low, mournful howl. The muscles in his brow twitched in and out of a furrow, his eyes blinking as if trying to adjust on something far off in the distance.
“Oh…oh yeah!” he stuttered, his face lighting up as if he was seeing for the first time a long lost friend he had thought gone forever.
I eased off on the gun slightly sensing he was no longer a threat, though I continued to hold his gaze.
“Tynan! Buddy, man, it has been a long-ass time!” He grabbed me by the upper arms and pulled me into a strong bear hug, slapping me on the back between my shoulder blades as he laughed. Caught off guard by his enthusiastic response, I tensed in his arms. He let me go and stepped back, rubbing his throat as he stared at me, a befuddled smile on his face. “Sorry about all that. Damn, you’ve changed! Didn’t even recognize you, man!” He pointed at the gun. “Fuckin’ scared the shit outta me there!” He laughed again.
From the shadows I could sense the restless confusion growing into a bitter unease as the shadowed assassins exchanged wondering glances.
Darwin laughed again, slapping me on the shoulder. “Come on out guys. We’re clear.”
He waved to the open room before turning back to me. His brow knit as he smiled again, shaking his head in amazement. I watched him carefully, gauging the permanence of my deceit, but there appeared to be no signs of the truth ever resurfacing in Darwin’s mind. Behind me, the hollow echo of heavy boots on the wooden stairwell caught my attention. I looked over my shoulder, warily watching the two figures that emerged, taking special care to cloak my thoughts. It was a fair assumption that if a mortal such as Malakai could possess psychic abilities, others may as well. After the revelations revealed over the course of the previous few nights, I felt there was little that would ever surprise me again. Then and again, it was in my nature to tempt the Fates.
The two figures that had descended the stairs silently walked past me, their light gray eyes locked with mine. A man and a woman, both athletic in build, though painfully thin, with strikingly sharp features and black hair that seemed to leech whatever light shone upon it. Identical twins dressed in tattered black fatigues, their movement past me was silent as a python through a slow moving river, their sniper rifles still gripped white-knuckled at their sides. Darwin seemed oblivious to their homicidal scrutiny of me as he suggested loudly that we all share in a drink and wandered over behind the bar.
Slowly I followed and took a seat cautiously upon the bar stool beside Malakai, my gaze still affixed warily on the twins as they joined the others at a small table beneath the balcony overhang. For a long moment, the group silently regarded Malakai and myself with lethal suspicion, their faces still obscured by the thick planes of shadows created by the spartan, gold lamplight, before turning back to each other. They leaned in close around the table, their voices low and muddled.
Nice trick. Malakai’s voice whispered through my mind.
The muscles in my neck tensed at the sound of his voice, my attention so intent on Darwin’s team. I said nothing as I swiveled back around to face the bar, smoothing my shirt, making sure the roll of documents was still safely tucked away. Running my fingers through my hair, I centered myself and slowly folded my hands calmly upon the bar in front of me. Too many new auras circled my sharpened senses. I could feel them closing in, silently scanning my defenses for the one small point of vulnerability, the soft bit of exposed flesh for them to sink their teeth into.
Malakai continued to stare at me, a small smirk upon his lips. You even look different. Very impressive.
I cut a lethal glance in his direction. Malakai’s commentary ceased instantly. He sat back in his seat, the fascination quickly melting from his face, replaced by the respectful fear I had seen the night before.
Be careful about even using your thoughts to speak to me, I touched his mind lightly from behind my mental defenses. I have a sneaking suspicion that we are not alone in our abilities here.
Malakai’s eyes widened and he made a small curt nod before turning towards the bar again. You’re right, he replied in thought, the male twin has some ability. I picked up on it when I was passing through last. It’s not strong, but he listens carefully to anything and everything.
Who are they? I asked silently.
Don’t know. They’re new to Darwin’s little team. Not sure if they’re hired help or part of something else. I steer clear of them though. I don’t need anything interfering with my work. Malakai chuckled softly in his mind.
I cut my eyes towards Malakai slightly, enough to catch sight of him winking once at me. I knew I would never trust him, no matter how hard I tried. I was also beginning to believe that his “respect” for me was evolving into a form of mockery as well. But what could I truly expect?
So who are all these guys? I thought we were supposed to be looking for Josh and Loden? I asked.
These guys are the surface gatekeepers to the grid, so to speak. They’re suppliers to the guys who run the show. Everything from hardware, software, circuitry, etc., to basics like food and protection services; these are some of the guys who can do it all. Malakai stared blankly ahead at the fractured mirrored wall behind the bar, his face distant and betraying nothing of the conversation we held.
Protection? I asked hesitantly.
Yes. Protection. In the remaining shards of the mirror, I met Malakai’s eyes. I think you’ve seen enough of this world to know that when you play this game, your life is immediately expendable. His tone, even through mind touch, had become deadly.
Behind the stacks of cargo bins and computer components, I could hear Darwin cheerfully rummaging about looking for something. “I know I’ve got some down here somewhere. Ah ha! Here it is!”
He popped up, a diseased prairie dog emerging from the chaos, brandishing a dusty glass bottle of amber colored whiskey in his fist. He pushed aside the pile of cables separating us and slammed it down on the counter along with three shot glasses. In the mirror, I noticed the eyes of Darwin’s team shift for a moment to the bar, scrutinizing our actions once again.
He leaned forward over the counter on his folded arms and grinned a yellowed cheshire cat’s grin. “You guys stopped by just in time. Damn good whiskey. This stuff is hard to find these days.”
Malakai patted the countertop with his palm. “Well, ante up then.”
Darwin paused for a moment, narrowing his eyes at Malakai. He wagged a finger at him. “You know, you ain’t off the hook yet. You owe me something.”
“Yeah, yeah. I know. And you’ll get it. I promise,” Malakai said.
Darwin unscrewed the top to the bottle. “When?” he asked as he poured himself a shot before pouring Malakai an equal measure.
“Soon. Soon.” Malakai took the shot glass between his fingers and slammed it back, grimacing as the whiskey burned his throat.
Darwin stared at him for a moment and shook his head. “Yeah, I’ve heard that one before.” He moved to pour whiskey into my glass, but before the liquid could leave the bottle’s mouth I covered the top of the glass with my palm.
I gently shook my head.
“What? You not gonna drink with us?” Darwin exclaimed with a short, disbelieving laugh.
My smile was tense and small as I pushed the shot glass towards him. “Nothing personal. Just had to give it up. You know how it goes sometimes. Turns some men into their demons.”
Darwin nodded and slammed back the whiskey in his glass. “Yeah, I hear ya.” He poured himself and Malakai one more shot each before screwing the metal top back on the bottle. “It does wicked things to some guys. Definitely the Devil’s tool.” He winked at Malakai. “Luckily, I don’t have that problem.” He laughed.
“Damn! Now, that’ll take the chill outta ya bones.” Darwin disappeared behind the stack of cargo bins and replaced the bottle of whiskey in its hiding place.
I’m not sure exactly what you did to him, but I like it. That guy usually hates my guts. Malakai’s voice was a whisper across my mind. Is it permanent?
At least until we get out of here. My silent words were non-negotiable.
Malakai did not reply, though his eyes cunningly focused on the reflection of the room in the mirror, taking in the inventory of hardware and weaponry while searching the darkened corners for hidden surveillance equipment. Behind me, I could feel calculating eyes watching me from the far side of the room, though the sharply honed minds behind them remained contained, appearing empty and cold. I turned my attention to the almost inaudible discussion amongst Darwin’s team, listening intently to the inflections of their words like an owl listening to mice scurrying across the forest floor.
“What do you make of these guys?” The older of the two women whispered, her pale, gaunt face down-turned, her eyes focused intently on the disassembled gun on the table, which she polished slowly with a dirty rag.
“Dunno,” the man to her left breathed. He was slightly younger than her, perhaps in his early thirties, with short clipped blonde hair, a strong jaw and a nose severely crooked from a bad break that had never been set. “Malakai hasn’t been around these parts in a long time. Who knows what he’s up to. As for the other one, I’ve never seen him before.” The man pursed his lips, narrowing his eyes as he stared at the back of my head from his place amongst the shadows.
“Darwin should have shot both of them.” The female twin’s voice was icy and emotionless. She paused, tilting her head slightly to one side as she watched me. Her face portrayed the kind of beauty that was close to vampiric, with flawless white skin and piercing eyes. I found her attention on me highly disturbing.
“Ssshhh,” she hissed to her partners and their whispering died down. “I think he’s listening.”
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Darwin walked around the bar. “Follow me, boys.”
He made his way past us and headed for the stairwell that led to the second floor. Dressed in faded blue jeans, sporting heavily frayed holes in several places, and a canvas militia jacket with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows, it was easy to see that he had spent most of life on the run. Hard and rusted like a metal manhole cover, Darwin was an entity chiseled from the broken rebarb skeleton of the city itself. He was as wiry and mean as a feral cat and he’d just as soon put a bullet between your eyes as look at you. I sensed this hardwired bitterness in the way he moved, slinking, long legs sliding his body forward, every nerve corroded with the grit of his existence. The illusion I had created had softened him for a moment, shedding a rose tinged glow in an otherwise pitch-black night, but I knew a violent survivalist still lurked just below the surface. It was no wonder his team eyed me so warily, quietly making up their minds as to whether or not to continue to follow Darwin’s lead or take their own initiative and kill me.
Our footsteps echoed dully as we climbed the flight of wooden steps in darkness. At the top, we rounded the corner and stepped into what had once been a sophisticated lounge lined with burgundy leather couches, a small freestanding bar and a well-loved pool table. At one time, it had been almost impossible to gain entrance to the second floor as it had constantly overflowed with impeccably dressed, success-driven humans in search of a drowning numbness to exorcise the demons of the corporate world. I had not dared to venture there in the nights when I found myself with the humming mortal masses. The close confines, the press of bodies and unconstrained human emotional condition were too much for my will power and my dark, unstable heart. Now, barely even a ghost of that former spirit remained amongst the rafters of the old bar.
In the absence of the warm glow of ambient light and laughter, the soul of the centuries old building sighed heavily, bending inwards and pressing down oppressively. Two large widescreen computer monitors mounted on the brick wall to our left cast an icy illumination over the open square platform, encased on three sides by retainer walls. The one closest to me appeared to be designated as a surveillance monitor, its screen tiled with various high resolution shots of streets, rooms, halls and tunnels from around the city, though none I immediately recognized. The second monitor was in the process of running what I deciphered as a sequence simulation program, though its final purpose was unknown. Silently, the sleek black cubes on the table below churned on with their labor beyond the observations of their human masters. On a scuffed aluminum table to our right, multicolored piles of electrical lines and ethernet cables lay coiled amongst neatly sorted stacks of motherboards, hard drives and other assorted scrap components. Against the far retaining wall, next to an old office desk stood two long, low, gray metal bookshelves lined with various piles of ancient texts, metal document binders and rolled blueprints.
Darwin walked to a chair parked in front of the desk where the black computers were and threw himself into it with a heavy sigh. He swiveled around to face us, leaning back so that the chair’s hinged seat strained on its stand. In the strange harsh glow from the wall screens, his hollow, furrowed features took on a grisly haunted aspect, the bluish shadows beneath his eyes sinking further, taking from his manner what little warmth had quickened in the previous few moments.
He gestured for the two of us to sit down with a wave of his hand. “Why don’t you boys take a seat and tell me what exactly you’re up to?”
Darwin lifted his heavy brown boots one at a time onto the desk beside him, crossing them at the ankles as he folded his hands over his stomach, hard bony fingers interlacing as he watched us. His tone had darkened slightly. For a moment I hesitated, carefully reaching my mind into his to gauge the state of his perceptions. The illusion I had created remained intact; his mind was completely convinced of the validity of the false history I had fabricated and implanted. However, the euphoria, which was an apparent side effect of the subconscious coercion I had inflicted, was subsiding, allowing his true personality to rise to the surface despite his acceptance of me in his world.
Slowly, I lowered myself into one of the additional three chairs. The metal and cracked vinyl creaked beneath my weight uncomfortably. My jaw tightened in anticipation of our conversation. I drew a slow breath and settled myself, composing my exterior into a façade of perfect calm. Malakai, his eyes darting about the drafty balcony, taking a hasty mental inventory of the various components stockpiled therein, also took his seat. Where the otherworldly green-blue glow of the screens cast a death shroud on Darwin, the light only served to intensify Malakai’s chiseled beauty, his pale blue eyes glowing demonically as if an uncontainable, epic force lurked behind them.
Darwin pulled a packet of parchment rolling papers and tobacco from his coat pocket and laid it on his lap. Intently, he began to assemble a cigarette, folding a sheaf of paper between his calloused fingers and sprinkling black crushed leaves into it. “Now, Malakai, you and I have known each other for a long time, haven’t we?”
There was a pause as Malakai’s attention snapped back towards Darwin. I could sense his muscles tensing beneath his trench coat and ratty cable-knit sweater. His face remained deadly calm. “Yes,” he replied, “a few years.”
“Right.” Darwin licked the parchment and finished his cigarette, turning it round and placing it between his lips. “So you and I have an understanding, correct?”
Another pause held the moment hostage as Darwin dragged a small wooden match along the bottom of his boot with a hiss and lit his cigarette, the golden flame briefly illuminating his face from beneath, turning the blue-green shadows black.
Malakai leaned back in his chair, sinking down slightly and folding his hands across his stomach. He narrowed his eyes. “Yes, I would say we have an understanding.”
“Good.” Darwin took a long drag of his cigarette and tossed the extinguished match into an overflowing ashtray. “Then I know you’re not here to fuck with me.”
Malakai remained silent, his eyes glowing in the artificial light cast by the monitors on the wall in front of us. Below the platform, the presence of the five mortals made my skin itch. They strained to hear our words, whispering their suspicions through the darkness as they waited for Darwin to return with further directives. The only obstacle interfering with their desire to murder Malakai and myself was Darwin. He stared at Malakai through the drifting fog of cigarette smoke lingering between us. Though his exterior portrayed a diseased, decaying man, his reflexes were still deadly with a fight-or-flight reflex nearly reptilian in nature. By the set of Malakai’s jaw, I knew he acknowledged the same.
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