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RESCUE

The stars aboue shine down befow

The feuer you hofd on this night deathfy cofd
The Sky is a Poisonous Garden - Concrete Bfonde

Jason Kline and | were standing near the front door of the house waiting for a signal to
move in. My sister Brenda Thompson and her fiancé and ghoul Rafe Brown had gone inside to
see if his sister Samantha was being held inside. Samantha’s ex-boyfriend, Simon Finch, had
run the car she and her lover AJ McLean were in off the road and taken her prisoner.

Jason and | had joined the Tremere security force when we’d relocated to Salem a few
weeks before. | had come here on orders from the clan, and Jason had followed because he
loved me. Elvira Van Dorn, the prince of the city, had agreed to let Jason help with_security
because she thought it would be good for me.

Frasier O'Connell had joined the security team too. He was my ghoul, brought into this
world from his own after he’d helped us find my friend Lena Stockton. Frasier had been bored
with his world, and he found the tales I'd told him of my fascinating. I’'d‘ghouled him, and now
he was getting all the excitement he could have ever hoped for. He was’on the other side of
the house with AJ and Rafe’s cousin, Brian Littrel.

A shot rang out from the bowels of the house. Without a word-Jason and | went in
carefully, he moving to the right and me to the left. We made our way through the empty
house to the kitchen were we found the stairs to the basement. There was light from the
bottom of the steps, so we went down, Jason going first:

At the bottom of the stairs were two doors. One“was closed, but through the other we
could see Brenda and Rafe. We went inte the room, and immediately saw the nearly
decapitated body to our left. There,was blood*on,the wall and the face was gone. It must have
been Simon, the man we’d come here to kill:

“Do you see any keys anywhere?” | heard Brenda ask.

Jason looked across thef0em-to where a young girl was chained to the wall. It was
Samantha, and her face looked like she’d run into a brick wall. “We don’t need no stinking
keys,” he told Brenda as he started-across the room.

I followed and pulled out the-lockpicking tools he had given me. In short order we got her
unchained and Rafe ‘picked\her up gently in his arms. She looked weak, out of it really. Simon
must have beenygoing at.her for a while.

A noise, from the ‘[doorway made Jason and | spin, our guns pulled. I was happy to see that
I was only a splitisecond slower than he was. From the corner of my eye | saw Brenda turn
too, her Glock insher hand.

“Hey, hey,”’Micky George protested, his hands up. He was the head of the security team.
When we.relaxed, he looked down at the body. “I see you found him.”

“Prudence is in Boston,” Brenda told him. “He didn’'t know where.”
“What the fuck is she in Boston for?” Micky demanded.

She told him that Prudence Gentry was going after Corrine Wright, and they both took out
their phones. Prudence was another Tremere in Salem, one who seemed bent on breaking all
of the rules. Corrine was protected by the clan through a contract with her mother, Eliza
Gentry. We could not allow Prudence to hurt the girl, no matter what the cost.
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| tore a corner from my shirt off and tried to clean the blood off the Samantha’s face, but I
only succeeded in smearing it around. She needed healing and a bath, in that order.

“What the hell is going on?” | asked Brenda when she’d hung up her phone.

“Get Samantha out of here,” she ordered. She was upset, so | let it pass.

“Okay, take her home, your house?” | questioned. “The restaurant? You want me to call
Graham?” Graham was a mage with a touch for healing. The last | knew he was at the
restaurant we’'d found AJ at earlier, but God only knew where he was now.

“My house.” She looked at Jason. “Have you seen Frasier and the guys?”

“They’re outside,” he answered.

“They’re outside,” she repeated, a little relieved. “AJ’s not in here.” It wouldn't do te.have
the normals see what we really were.

“The last time | saw them they were outside,” he added. “I don’t know if he’s'coming in or
not.”

“Okay, do you want us to call Graham?” | interrupted. | thought the girl'was a little more
important than a mortal we could dominate if we had to. “Have him meetus at the house?”

“Yes.” Her phone rang and it was Jared Smith from the Black Rose Coven letting Brenda
know that Corrine was safe in Nashville, although I couldn’t begin.te guess how he’d gotten
her there so quickly.

When he got off the phone, Micky interrupted to ask her where they were.

“They’re in Nashville,” she told him.

“They’re in Nashville?” he demanded.

“Tennessee.”

“Fucking mage,” Micky murmured as*he toek(out his cell phone again to call Ford Radek,
the Tremere chantry Regent.

Without a word Rafe headed forthe stairs-and Jason moved ahead to watch for danger. |
followed, keeping an eye on theyother doerways in the hall. A few minutes later we ran into
Frasier, Brian and AJ just outsidée-of the house.

While Rafe took the girkto the-ear. | called the chantry and got Ford. He agreed to send
Graham to Brenda’s so he couldshelp Samantha, and | told him that we’'d keep him advised of
her progress.

Micky and Brenda caught up to us and she got into the car while Micky called for a cleanup
crew. | would‘have stuck.around to wait with him, but he told us to go on ahead and make
sure nothing happened;on the way to Brenda’s.

The_ storm was letting up a little as Jason drove us through town, although it was still
raining.bard. A lot'of the streets were flooded, and large sections were out of power. Jason
drove“as quickly as he could and we got to the house just as the others were getting out of
the car.

AJ and Rafe got Samantha into the house and Brenda told them to take her up to her
bedroom. It occurred to me that | hadn’t heard Brenda’s ghoul say anything at all, and he
looked like he was going to be sick. I had to wonder if he was the one who'd killed Simon, and
if he had, if that had been his first Kkill.

I caught Brenda’s arm before she could follow them. “I'll wait for Graham, bring him up
when she comes,” | told her. She seemed pale, shaken. “Are you okay, Brenda? | mean, is
Rafe going to be okay? I know Samantha will be taken care of but are you guys okay?”
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“We'll be all right, yeah,” she told me. “Can you have Jason and Frasier come up in case |
need them?”

I smiled. “In case they decide to go all ‘grr'?”

“Yeah.”

“Sure.” When Brenda followed after Rafe, | glanced to where the guys were and gestured
toward the stairs. “Can you go make sure the guys don’t hover? Brenda wants to clean her up
and stuff and they may not let her. You know what it's like when someone is injured and
people want to hover?” | said pointedly.

Jason smiled and kissed my cheek. “Okay.”

I watched them go upstairs, thankful that we could be here to help Brenda when she
needed it. She’d done so much for me, | was glad | finally had a chance to do something for
her.

Graham showed up a few minutes later and | showed him upstairs. | was glad-to see that
the guys were in the hall, but Brenda must have been in with Samantha. | knoecked on the
door and called out to my sister. When she told me to come in, | opened-the door a little.
“Graham’s here,” | told her.

“Please bring him in,” she said, relief written on her face.

I moved back so the mage could come in and look anxiously toward the bed. Samantha
was dressed in a modest nightgown and she’d been cleaned up, but her face was starting to
swell where the bastard had beaten her. She didn’t look geod.

“How’s she doing?” | asked softly. Something about.seeing her laying there so pale
saddened me, even though I'd never seen the girl before tonight.

“She’s really sore,” Brenda replied, watching Graham walk over to the bed. “There might
be something broken but I cleaned herwp as best.l could.”

“Do you mind if 1?” Graham asked, gesturing’toward the girl. When Brenda nodded, he sat
down on the edge of the bed and placed a hand on her forehead. He closed his eyes and
concentrated for a long moment;

“She has a couple of eracked ribs,*.he said finally as he moved his hand away, “and one of
the bones in her right arm, is broken. She also has a lot of bruises and so forth, but we can
take care of that here. Would. you mind leaving us alone for just a moment? It's easier.”

She looked at\Samantha anxiously. “That’s fine.” | could tell she didn’t want leave her with
Graham, but she'walked to the door and we left him to do what he needed to.

I leaned back against the closed door in case any of the overprotective guys decided they
needed.to go‘inside~Jason walked over to me and | slid my arm around his waist. We could
hear lew chantingthrough the door for a while, then it got real quiet. A few minutes later we
could hear Samantha talking quietly with Graham.

Brenda.tried to be patient, | know she did, but she couldn’t take it for very long. Jason and
I moved out of the way and she knocked on the door. Jason, Frasier and | watched them go in
and | could see through the door that the girl looked much better. I couldn’t explain the relief
that filled me.

“Shall we go downstairs?” | asked them. | needed to call Micky and Ford to let them know
what was going on.

That night, I dreamed.
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THESE DREAMS

ANnd I never wonder where you went

I only wonder why...
Carofine - Concrete Blonde

Sobs shook me as 1 sljpped on my nice black dress, but deep in some part of my mind /
was glad. Lizzy had been hooked up to the life support for nearly a week. She hadn’t been
alive really, the machines had merely made her body go through the process of living.

Even Malcolm and I couldn’t save her with our magic, she'd been hurt too badly. The
house the two of them were renting had blown up due to a gas leak. Nobody was reallyStire
how she had survived the explosion itself, but she had.

1 sat down hard on my bed, wracked by renewed sobs. Why that exact day? Sheid been
with me and Marcus and Malcolm downtown, but had left us there saying that she didn’t fee/
well. She had opened a gateway home rather than let one of us drive her.

The memory made me look up at my camera case. | had been finishing.aroll of film for
school by taking some pictures of the four of us that day. 1 didn’t want.te_think about those
pictures right now.

1 finished getting dressed and went downstairs. 1'd told Marcus\to- meet me at the funeral
home, and | was running late. Papa was sitting in his chair when,I"'came down, but I didn’t
plan on talking to him. He'd been acting funny this week, and“l knew | was in no shape to
argue with him.

As | walked by the living room he called out to mex~X["thought I told you, you weren'’t
allowed to go to that tramp’s funeral.”

1 tried to ignore him but his next statement stopped me cold.

“She deserved to die Tina.”

“She was my friend!” | shouted,before_I'can stop myself. “And who are you to say she
deserved to die?” Tears welled up in my eyes again. | expected Papa to be mad at my
outburst, but instead he just walked ‘calmly over to me.

“She was evil. Evil needs to bé punished.”

1 was surprised at his calm! What if |1 had been with her? I could have been killed too, but
Papa didn’t seem to. realize that. He knew | was going to be with them all that day, we'd
argued about it before I1eft. Papa still thought they were all bad people.

1 was about.to say,.something when the phone rang. Papa answered it and when I realized
that it wasn-t’for nre,“V turned and walked out the door.

Marcus waswwaiting outside the funeral home when I pulled up and we went inside
together. | gave Malcolm a hug as soon as | saw him before | went on to speak to some of
the other.mourners. After thirty minutes or so | heard Malcolm’s voice in my mind.

What are you thinking about Tina? he asked me. There is something else in there.

Nothing, I replied, but I knew 1'd been thinking about what Papa had said before 1 left the
house.

What is going on? Malcolm demanded. Is it your father?

1 knew he sometimes skimmed surface thoughts so 1 tried to think about something else,
anything else.
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You told him where we were going? His tone in my head was almost accusing. Surely he
couldn’t think Papa had anything to do with Lizzy’s death, he'd just been trying to look out for
me. Besides, the police had said the explosion was caused by a gas leak.

1 looked up to meet Malcolm'’s eyes from across the room. He had an angry look on his
face and | knew he was having a hard time controlling his rage.

Malcolm 1— | began to send to him, but he cut me off with a powerful scream inside of my
mind. 1 felt the world spin as 1 landed hard on the floor. Marcus was by my side before | even
knew what had happened, holding me. I pushed up to my knees and looked around, but
Malcolm was no where to be seen.

“He's gone,” Marcus told me softly. “He used some power and just vanished. Come on.
Let’s get you out of here.” He led me out of the room but at the doorway 1 stopped to.take
one last look back at the casket holding my friend.

When | woke up, | remembered what I'd been dreaming about. That was"strange in and of
itself, I don’t usually remember my dreams, but even stranger was the fact.that I actually
remembered it. | could lay there in my bed in Salem and name several-places in Helena that
the four of us had hung out, Marcus, Lizzy, Malcolm and me. And this wasn't the first dream
I'd had of the four of them that I'd woke up remembering.

| felt such as sense of mourning from this dream, as if I'd 10st not one but two of my best
friends. For some reason, Malcolm’s rage toward me had cut te the bone. He wasn't my
boyfriend, he was Lizzy’s. What was he to me? And why tiad-he seemed so familiar, as if I'd
seen him since my embrace?

It was nearly six thirty and | didn’t have time te/worry about my dream. | had to go to the
chantry now or I'd be late, and | didn’t\want te_make Elvira angry with anything close to
noncompliance with the schedule Micky, had set up for me. Within minutes, Jason, Frasier and
| were on our way.

When we got home an hour'orso befare dawn, I excused myself to find Brenda working in
her study downstairs. “I'm glad-l~caught you,” | said softly. Alone was what | meant. “Got a
minute?”

She looked up and smiled. #Yeah.”

“I'm ah....” How coeuld | say this? “This is really weird.”

“Sit down,” shetold mej\setting aside the paper she’'d been reading.

I sat. “you know when Robert was here | was having dreams about stuff?” I'd talked to her
a little about.it.

“Uh-huh.”

“Well I'mhaving dreams,” | told her. “Dreams about... things.”

“Likeswhat?”

“Well, like....” Come on, Chris, just spit it out. “Okay, there was this guy and he was, you
know, the leather, the bike.”

“Luke?”

Just hearing his name made my heart jump. “No, no,” | said quickly. “His name was
Marcus and he, uh, Papa did not like him. And if this was a memory, then we dated, you
know? But | don’t know that much about dream theory, how much do you know about it?”

She shook her head. “Nothing.”
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“It's just really strange. And there’s this other guy, you know.” This was the one that was
really bothering me. “I had one today and it was kinda weird because there was this guy who
looked very familiar to me but I don’t know why. It's like I've seen him since my embrace, but
I can't really place him. He was my best friend’s boyfriend.”

“Okay,” she said slowly. | could tell she was trying to understand, but how could she when
| didn't?

“And | think that Papa had something to do with her death.” | said it in a rush to get it out,
but I didn’t feel any better after | did.

“Well, your dad was a hunter, right?” she said logically. “Was there something about her? |
mean he doesn’'t appear to be the kind of man that would just—"

“No, not murder a person off the street,” | assured her. At least, | didn’t think he.was like
that. “She was, | believe, a mage, but she was-we were—" Breathe, Chris. “Okay, {-don’t
remember too much about it, just bits and pieces, but it seems like we were allon_ the town
one day and she didn’t feel good so she went home and there was a gas explosion.”

“Oh, my God,” Brenda exclaimed.

“And, um, she was on life support for a week.” It was so hard to talk‘about it, it had
seemed so real, like it had just happened yesterday. “So | don’t know ifit a dream or a
memory coming back.”

“Well, how has it been working for Cormac?” she asked.

“Well,” I said with a dry laugh, “I guess I'd have to ask; wouldn’'t 1?” He was out of town
and not due back for another week.

“Why don’t you call him and see what he says?” she~asked with a smile. “He’s been getting
his memories back, from what | understand.”

“Yeah, from dreams.” Duh. | had‘to\grin too. “l’guess | didn’t want to bother him, | know
he’s busy.”

“I'm sorry | couldn’t be of much-help, you know I'd do whatever | could.”

I knew she would. “I just'thought.maybe | could talk to you about it.”

“Of course you can talk ‘to’me,”<she‘told me earnestly.

“l just meant that semetimes talking to someone helps me to think things out,” | corrected.

“Is there anything'\else about-it that unsettles you?” she asked softly. “I mean, not like
there isn’'t enough, there all ready.”

“Yeah, it'shatd to explain, you know?” And | knew | wasn't doing a very good job of it.
“It's just—l don't know,how to explain this. I'll talk to Cormac when he gets back.” That
seemed-like the heéstiidea, there wasn't a real rush was there? My memories had waited for
seven(years, they could wait a bit longer. “Thanks for listening, Bren.”

I wentwpstairs and went to bed with Jason holding me tight. |1 hoped his arms would keep
the nightmares away. They didn’t.
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NIGHTMARES

Remember walking in the rain?®

I'm walking there still
Days and Days - Concrete Bfonde

1 was walking home one night after work in the rain wondering why it had to rain the week
my car was in the shop. | hated working late at the paper, but | knew that | had to since the
Monaay edition always went to press early.

The streets were dark, but that only made sense, it was night and still raining. I had to
laugh a little at my paranoia.

About halfway home | heard the sounds of a fight coming from the next block over. ]
hurried up the street to peek around the corner, but when I got there | was bowled-aver by
someone running the other way. | got back to my feet quickly, but the other person was
quicker.

“Hello, Tina,” | heard a familiar voice say. “Come to kill me yourself?”

1 looked up into Malcolm’s cold blue eyes only a few feet away. “M-Malcolm?” | could
hardly recognize him, he looked decades older than he had the last time 1'd seen him, at
Lizzy's funeral. He'd always worn black, but now his clothes looked.ancient. “I... but you
don't..”

My words were cut off as he swung at me with a knife,J"dian’t see him pull. Somehow I got
my arm up in time to protect my face and throat, but a hittle“too slow to avoid the blow
altogether. The blade embedded in my left forearm.

1 screamed when Malcolm tried to pull it free, but\the edge was caught on the bones in my
arm. 1 looked down and recognized the weapon, jtiwas Lizzy's ceremonial dagger. 1 stumbled
backwards pulling the dagger free from. his hand-and caught myself on the wall of the building
behind me. | could hear voices and rtinning.feet coming toward us as Malcolm looked in that
direction, then back at me.

“Next time, child, you won't"havelyour father’s followers to save you.” With a flourish of his
cloak, he vanished.

1 fell to the ground as the group of men reached me. | recognized some of them from my
father’s church, but-a@arkness gvertook me and I lost consciousness....

“Tina, are ylou awakedear?” | heard Papa’s soothing voice as | opened my eyes.

1 was in-a’hospital-room. | realized that my head hurt and when | brought my arm up to
cover myreyes [ could see that it was covered in gauze bandages. | realized that my arm hurt
much worse tharm my head.

My voice. sounded raspy and my throat felt unused, but somehow | managed to speak.
“What happened?”

“You were attacked, dear.”

Malcolm, | remembered Malcolm, and the dagger.

“You hit your head pretty hard on the way down. You've been asleep for over two days.”
1 started to cry and Papa sat down on the bed next to me.

“Rest now. You've been through a lot.”

Despite having slept so long, I suddenly felt tired and closed my eyes.
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| was released from the hospital two days later, but the doctor told me to take another
week off from work. After dinner that night, I confronted my father on what Malcolm had said
about Papa’s ‘followers’,

“You should know what | preach nearly as well as I do,” he told me. “Evil must be
punished, wherever it lays. Whatever form it takes.” His voice never changed, it sounded like
he was talking about the weather.

Damn him, how could he talk about killing that calmly? Before | could ask him, he said
something that caught me off guard.

“l called a friend of mine from Berkley. You start school there this fall.” Papa had been
pushing me for some time to go to college, but I didn’t want to go.

“Papa, no! | have a good job here.”

“Do not argue with me, daughter!” His voice had taken an edge that told me there would
be no changing his mind.

1 stopped myself from protesting again. If Papa were somehow involved(with people
getting killed, then 1'd rather be away from him anyway. Besides, now thatl knew Malcolm
was alive and wanted me dead, maybe it would be best to get away. Fhéere was safety in
numbers, right? This town held so many bad memories for me anywayy.so many deaths. And
Berkley did have one of the best Photojournalism programs in the western United States.

I woke instantly as the sun went down, the dream stillshngering in my mind. Marcus hadn’t
been in this dream, and | was pretty sure | knew why. On‘the night Malcolm had attacked me
Marcus was already dead.

I could feel Jason moving next to me, but | didn’t say anything. He switched on the
bedside lamp and I lifted my left arm. There oh,my underside of my forearm was a scar, one
that was the right size and shape to.match the wound I'd taken in my dream. But it wasn't
really a dream, was it? It was a memory.

Malcolm hated me so much that he’d risked discovery to attack me. | shivered in the
warmth of my bedroom, wondering.just how far he’d taken his revenge.

For a moment the image of Lard Malcolm from Ramadan flashed through my mind, but |
pushed it away. The two*Malcalmy'sicouldn’t have been the same person, that was just too
much of a coincidence\to believe.

Perhaps | didn’t*want'to‘face the truth.

Page 9 of 61 © 1999-2004 Cathy McQuillin Christina: Vows



MEMORIES

When your breathing is the wind

And your crying is the rain

Welf T know you wifll remember
Luffaby - Concrete Bfonde

A few nights later my duties took me to Boston where | had to pick up two bodies that
Cormac needed cleaned up. One was Prudence, who had been found and staked by Eliza, and
the other was a man from St. Stephen’s who'd been in the wrong place at the wrong time.

I spent a few minutes talking to Cormac about Brenda, and trying to get their relationship
back on an even keel. | had no idea what had started the animosity between them,but since
they were both my siblings, | did my best to put an end to it.

When we had that settled as much as we were going to, | stood back and leoked at my
newfound brother. | tried not to be too obvious about studying him, but I don’t'\know how well
I did concealing it. “If I'm getting too personal, just let me know,” | began‘softly. “But what'’s
going on between you and the girl?”

“Christina, please,” he said patiently. “Her name is Eliza.”

There was something in the way he said her name that was telling, but I wasn’'t going to
point that out to him. “Eliza.”

“When 1 figure it out, I'll let you know,” he said dryly,

“Has she figured it out?”

“I don’t know.”

My brother Cormac, ever the font of informatioen. “Where is... Eliza?”

“Ireland.”

That surprised me. “What is she, doing there?”

“Waiting for me,” he said simply.

“Oh.” I wondered how long.she’'d wait'and what would happen to him when he got there.
She wasn'’t exactly knowmfoer’her regard of Kindred, I'd been asking around. “I know that she
works for St. Stephens.\Things_should get interesting when you return to Salem.”

“Yes,” he agreed. *| am trying to figure out how to break the contract without...”

“Anyone getting killed. or embraced,” | finished for him.

He almast ‘smiled. “Yes.”

“Well, hshould goy’/1 told him as | stood to leave. | had a couple of bodies to take care of.

“Christina, just.asmoment.” He picked up his bag and pulled out the book that had the
secret'campartment. He opened the compartment and dug through the papers inside, then
pulled out'a gold bracelet and held it out to me.

“Whatiis that?” | asked softly.

“Yours.”

I walked slowly across the room and took it from him. It was a charm bracelet, and most
of the charms had pictures of Robert and me on them at various ages in our young lives.
There were also two gold silhouettes with dates on them. | assumed it was our birth dates;
mine was in January.

“Where did you get this?” | demanded softly.
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“From Dougal.”

I looked at him in surprise. “I thought Dougal was dead.” Dougal Galloway was the Kindred
who had made both Cormac and | vampires. I'd been left alone in Vegas to fend for myself,
but Cormac had stayed with his sired for many years.

“He left it for me in his things,” Cormac explained.

Dougal had left things for Cormac to find. I let the impact of that thought sink in before |
let myself hope he had left something more for me. “Was there anything else?”

“Not for you,” he told me kindly.

| tried not to be hurt by that, but I couldn’t help how I felt. The Tremere who had
embraced me hadn’t thought enough to leave even a short note for me. That really shouldn’t
have surprised me, he’'d cared so little that he’d abandoned me right after my embrace.

It was hard not to envy Cormac the relationship he’'d had with his sire. Logically’Lknew
that Cormac hadn’t even known | existed until a month ago. It wasn’t his fault.Dougal had
thought so little of me and | refused to let my jealousy come between us.

I shrugged off the pain | felt and looked at the bracelet. “Have you depne the Spirit's Touch
on this?”

“No, I did not want to intrude on memories that weren't mine.”WWhen | shot him a
skeptical look, he added, “If I don't have to.”

I cupped the bracelet in my hand and closed my eyes. It toek just a moment to
concentrate like I'd been practicing and an instant later the snapshot-like visions hit me.

Cormac was standing in a small bedroom holding an-énvelope and taking the bracelet from
it. I could see a girl standing a few feet away watching him intently.

! was laying on a lace-covered canopied bed with Piston standing over me. He was looking
down at the bracelet that was draped.across hiis.hand.

Robert was dressed all in blackyJeoking very handsome and very sad. His hand was held
out toward a much younger me,~and | was_reaching for the bracelet in his hand. Behind him 1
could see a casket being lowered into-the ground.

I stumbled back into a.chair and,sat down hard. Oh, I'd had visions from objects before, I'd
been practicing, but this'was definitely different. These visions seemed to have sparked
memories of my past:

Robert had given.me the bracelet because mom had wanted me to have it. We had been
standing by the,grave at our mother’s funeral and both of us were trying very hard not to cry.
I'd put it on and ' wormit every day after that.

Alse,. | could remember Piston picking up the bracelet from the bed in that room in Las
Vegas{ Held looked at it for a long time and | remember not being able to move or talk.

“What did you see?” Cormac asked softly.

“l sawyou take it from an envelope,” | said slowly, fighting to remember more, but with
the headache I felt coming on | knew it would be impossible.

“Yes, that would be in Paris.” He was watching me closely.

“l saw Robert give it to me at my mother’s funeral,” | added softly.

I looked down at the bracelet, wondering if my memories of Piston could be right. I didn’t
remember seeing any one else in the room. If that was a memory of my embrace, where the
hell was Dougal?
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“I had this dream while we were at the holding,” | told him softly. “It was so real. | was in
a bedroom with dozens of lit candles. There was a canopied bed with a lace coverlet that |
was laying on. There was a man with me, and he fed me from a chalice. It had jewels on it.” |
knew | was rambling, but I couldn’t stop. I looked over at Cormac, more than a little confused.

“l talked to Antonio about it,” | continued in a hushed voice, “and until the whole Dougal
thing came up, we thought that Kindred had embraced me. Antonio recognized him from my
description; he was Piston, a Kindred in Vegas that was killed a few years ago. Just now | saw
that room again, and Piston. He was holding the bracelet and standing next to the bed. |
didn’t see anyone else.”

I looked back down at the bracelet and | could see that room so clearly it was almost like |
was standing in it. “It's so weird because the ritual Brenda did proved that Dougal embraced
me. What did Dougal look like?”

The description he gave me rang a bell and I frowned thoughtfully. “He sounds)kind of
familiar for some reason. Did you guys ever come to Vegas? Do you have a picture of him?”

“The only time | know of that Dougal went to Vegas was to embrace you,” he told me. “I
was not on that mission.”

He took a photograph from his pack and handed it to me. Dougal was tall and solidly built
with light brown hair and blue eyes. | though that he looked like_a-favorite uncle would, if |
could remember having a favorite uncle. | sat looking down atst\for a few minutes before |
finally remembered that I'd seen him before in the Vegas chantry.

“I've seen him before,” | told Cormac softly. “He wasqin, Vegas once, a long time ago. |
talked to him for a few minutes while he was waiting far Rebecca to find something in the
library.”

He took a step closer to me. “When/was this?”

I remembered him coming into ‘the ‘chantryibrary with Rebecca. He'd sat and talked to me
while she’d looked for something.*!About a‘year after my embrace give or take a few months,”
I murmured. “I was studyingsin‘the Chantry’and they came in. We didn't talk for very long.”

“Did he say what he was doing?” Cormac asked intently. “Where he was going?”

“Not really,” I told him,*'Like J'said, we didn't talk very long and it was six years ago. My
memory isn't as good aswours{ I don't really remember what was said.” Cormac had a
phenomenal memeorysiit matched Luke’s, | swear. “He did say that he lived with his childe, I
assume that's your” I dopt\know what it was that made me feel worse, thinking about Luke,
or knowing.that Pougal hadn’'t cared enough about me to keep me with him as he had
Cormac.

“Yes,” he repliedy his voice sad. “That was me. So, who is this Piston you were telling me
of?”

I shrugged. “l never met him, but Antonio seemed to recognize my description of him from
my dream, He was in the room when | was embraced, but | don't remember seeing anyone
else. Antonio and Michael killed Piston a few years ago.” | added that last almost as an
afterthought.

“For what?”

“According to my—" | was going to say ‘sire’, but I wasn’t sure if Cormac would take
offense, “Antonio he had stolen some ancient texts from the chantry and taken off to Mexico.”

“Which texts?”
“l didn’t actually ask. Why?” He seemed a little inquisitive about this whole thing.
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“Just curious,” he replied. “You said Michael killed him?”

I wasn't sure about that. “It was one of them. | think they were in Mexico, and | believe
Antonio was injured in this incident. You'd have to ask him about more details.”

“Hmmm. Were there any other repercussions?”

“I don't think so.” | looked away and stood up. “Are you going to Ireland? You said th-Eliza
was waiting for you.” I'd almost called her ‘the girl’ again.

“Yes, she should be there already. May | ask you something Chris?” When | nodded, he
said, "l know that your sis-Brenda acts as a 'travel agent' of sorts for the clan, and also as an
enforcer. Have you, umm, acquired a position like that as well?”

“Travel agent? No,” I told him. “If I want to go somewhere | call Brenda. So far | am
playing enforcer with Micky, though. Why, you need somebody... eliminated?” | smiled.a little,
finally feeling a bit more like myself.

He grinned and it changed the whole look of his face. “No, not at the moment;” he assured
me. “lI just need to find a way to, um, get back in the good graces with the PTB.”

The Powers That Be. “Kinda pissed Ford off, did you?” I'd heard aboutythat. He’d actually
hung up on the Regent. “Well, he must like you or you'd be dead...er by. now. Actually, the
stories I'm hearing about Eliza make me wonder just how much heclikes her. He seems to
have quite a bit of patience with her for an elder.” Usually they just.had people killed that
pulled anything near what Eliza had done over the years.

“Oh?” He sounded very interested. “What have you heard?”

“Not a whole lot, actually,” I admitted ruefully. “Just.that she has this habit of staking her
contacts and there’s a rumor that she was somehow invelved with a Regent's death in
Vermont, though I tend to think that's something_Ferd wouldn't have overlooked. I've been
asking some questions.”

“I'll ask her about that,” he murmured. “Exaetly what questions have you been asking?”

“I've been trying to be discreet,)so Ishaven't actually been asking specific questions,” | told
him. “I've just been kinda feeling out what people have to say about her. She really hasn't
been in Salem that long, Just a couple.of months. | heard she helped Corrine move here in late
May or early June, just:before the Regent was killed.”

“As | said, | may ask her about the Regent. You may want to cease with the questions
though.” He gave/me-a level look. “They could be hazardous to Ford's health, and that would
lead to a shit-load of problems.”

“From what.l understand about her contract, it prohibits questions about her past before
she signed‘ity/not afterwards,” |1 reminded him. “But | agree, we wouldn’t want anything to
happen to, Ford, Elvira would be livid.” That was putting it mildly, Elvira thought very highly of
her sire:

“Yes,She'would be very upset,” he agreed with a glance at his watch. “About that ‘job’.”

I frowned. “Which job?”

He smiled slightly. “Mine. You remember, getting back on the good side of the PTBs?”

“Yeah. Got any ideas? Anything I can help you with?” He was my brother, after all.
Granted, | didn’'t know him all that well, but blood was blood. Plus, he was Tremere, and we
tend to stick together.

“Well, did you say you were helping out with security?”

“Yeah, but | don't see how that will help you get back in Ford's good graces.”
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“It may well prove my loyalties truly lie with the Clan,” he told me. “At least to Ford.”

It was my turn to smile. “Are you saying your true loyalties don't lie with the clan? Maybe
they lie elsewhere?” Like with Eliza, or Corrine, his daughter.

“No,” he assured me. “lI am trying to prove that they do lie with the clan to Ford and the
prince.”

I don't know why, but his answer disappointed me a little. Which was strange because
being Tremere, | knew the clan was supposed to come first, always. Not that it always did
with me. “Okay, what do you have in mind?”

He shook his head and put a hand on his forehead. “Do | have to spell it out for you?”
“I'm thinking yes.”

“Security,” he told me. “You want me to get along with Brenda, what better way. than for
us to work together some more?”

He wasn’t playing fair. “You want to work security.”

“And it would give us a chance to get to know each other better,” he added.
“Which would be a plus,” I admitted.

“And prove myself to the clan.”

“Although, you and Brenda with large guns together in the samewoom,” | said dryly. “I'm
afraid.”

“We’ve had large guns together in the same room severadl times,” he reminded me with a
smile. “They’ve never been pointed at each other.”

I had to laugh. “Just at me.” Not that Brenda had meant to shoot me, it had just
happened.

“I've never pointed a gun at you,” hé\said firmly.

“I'll see what I can do,” I told himy ignoringsthat comment. “I'll talk to Micky.” We were
getting along pretty good, even though he‘was keeping me busy every minute of every night.
In fact, he was probably wondering just where | was right about now.

“How'’s his car running?”~Cormac asked dryly.

“Fine,” | said, trying.not.to laugh“again. “He’s still confused as to how he has two sets of
keys that are identical.” We’d taken the other Micky’s car in the alternate Salem and Cormac
had brought his keys-with him,to our world.

“You were there,” he-reminded me.
| smiled=“Tihat doesn't‘mean | told him.”

He rolled-his eyes‘and looked down at his watch. “Well, | believe Jax should be landing any
time seonand | should be on my way.”

I'wondered if Jason had waited by the car like I'd asked or if he was off scouting the area.
“And | have.a-package to deliver.”

Cormae chuckled and we both headed for the door
“It's really weird how everything has turned out,” | murmured.
He looked down at me. “How so?”

“Well, you know,” | said as we walked toward the stairs. “Us being related, and Jason
coming back unugly.”

He shrugged. “Chalk it up to some divine interference.”
I smiled a little at the idea. “Do you believe in destiny, Cormac?”
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He didn't answer, and when | looked at him he seemed to have spaced out a little. “Ah,
what was the question?” he murmured.

“Do you believe in destiny?” | repeated.
“I'm not sure,” he said slowly.
“It's just really strange how things worked out,” | told him. “Like fate, you know?”

When it was clear he wasn't really listening, | asked him if there were a problem. He said
no, but I could tell there was something.

“Okay, you just seem out in the twilight zone a little bit,” I murmured.

“I've got a lot to think about.” He opened the door to the street for me and we walked
toward the van.

“So you're going to Ireland,” | said softly, “and you've got another week.”
“Yes.”

“I'll talk to Micky and see if I can make arrangements by the time you get/ack.” That
should be plenty of time to work something out.

“Say goodnight to the boys,” he told me, a hint of humor in his voice.

I laughed and looked toward the van where my men were waitingfor me. “Yeah, it's been
interesting if nothing else.”

He glanced at the van, then looked down at me sternly. “Don’t-remove the stake.”

We took the bodies to the chantry and Micky insisted I spend several hours studying Latin.
Apparently it wouldn’t do for any Tremere in Salem not tospeak it fluently, and since | didn't
know more than a few phrases, he was determined | learn.

| fell asleep that night remembering Robert and/our mother’s funeral.
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MAGIC AND DUTY

No I don't wonder why
I wonder what he thought it woufd get us
Tomorrow, Wendy - Concrete Blonde

1 was trying to straighten the hem of my dress as | came down the stairs, carrying my
shoes in one hand and my purse in the other. When I reached the bottom, | leaned on the
banister pole for support as 1 sljp the shoes on.

Most of the time 1 liked the color black, but | found it hard to like anything the last few
aays.

As | headed for the door, my father came up behind me. “Just where do you think.you're
going?” he bellowed angrily.

“I'm going to the funeral,” I replied in a hard voice without turning around. <And you can’t
stop me, Papa.”

“You will do as 1 say!” he shouted as he took hold of my arm.

1 tried to break free, but he had a firm grip and he was stronger tha-me.

“Haven't you learned to stay away from those people yet? How<anany more of them have
to get themselves killed before you realize how evil they are?”

If only Papa would accept the abilities 1'd been developing.\Lreally was getting good. | was
almost as good as Lizzy had been. But | hadn't been able ‘to concentrate since...

1 broke into tears again just thinking about Lizzy lying\there in that hospital bed for a week
before she died. Then Malcolm had disappeared, and now Marcus was dead too. My legs gave
out and I would have fallen to the floor but my father caught me.

“Calm down, dear,” he said, his voice softer-and more kind than 1'd heard it in a long time

| stopped sobbing, although the tears were still running down my face.

“Come on, Tina, let’s get you~back uypstairs.” He helped me to my feet and led me back up
to my room, holding me close_all the way: | laid down on the bed and tried to calm myself
some more, but | couldrnit stap crymg-ecompletely and 1 felt very confused.

Papa acted so lovingly~today, but during the last month he'd been so hard. It was almost
as Iif he hadn’t been_surprised when Lizzy had died. I pushed those thoughts from my mind as
1 tried to get comiortable.

Some time‘later | got up and drew myself a hot bath. As I relaxed in the warm water, 1
finally started to drift off to sleep for the first time in what felt like days.

Tinayl heard Malcolm say in my mind, but | wasn’t sure if | was dreaming or not. Tina, we
missed you today.'Marcus looked so peaceful, so happy that he wasn't here anymore. Then his
voicexchangeéed) becoming harder, filled with hate.

He understood why he died. | explained it to him before I broke his fucking neck.

/ sat bolt upright in the bathtub on the edge of screaming, but I quickly realized that | had
been sleeping. It had only been a horrible dream. As I laid back, Malcolm’s voice came to me
once again, still filled with hate.

You killed my love. I killed yours. And he was gone.
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I woke up with tears in my eyes, not wanting to remember what I'd just dreamed. Of
course it didn't matter what I wanted, | remembered it anyway. Malcolm had killed Marcus
because Papa had murdered Lizzy.

The two guys really hadn’t been that close, but it was still a shock to me that Malcolm had
killed Marcus. Granted, they weren't exactly the closest friends, but they had gotten along
well.

If this was what it was like to have memories, | could live without them.

Almost a week later, Micky and | were waiting in the drawing room of the chantry for
Cormac to arrive.

“You realize that we have to be rough with him,” The prince’s favorite childe said«softly.

I smiled, thinking how rough they'd been with me. “I know.”

“The clan must weed out those who cannot handle the discipline,” he added:

“Oh, I think he can handle it,” I assured him. Cormac had always seemed So serious and
disciplined that when I'd heard he’d hung up on Ford, I almost couldn’t believe it. “I'm sure
he’ll prove himself pretty quickly.”

“I hope so,” he replied. “I met him when he was here a couple of years ago and I liked
him.”

“l like him too,” | admitted. Sure, he wasn’'t the warmests/person, but he was someone |
knew | could count on. He kept a clear head in a crisis andisometimes that was the only thing
that mattered.

We heard voices in the hall and | stood up as the door opened. Cormac came in and | went
to greet him. “Cormac, it's good to see you again;~ hsaid warmly. | wasn’t quite sure if |
should hug him, but I didn’t think itswas,a goedudea.

“How have you been?” he asked nie.

“Really good,” | said honestly:“We’ve been working on the wedding plans and working
with Micky a lot. So how is Eliza?”

“She is well,” he replied~“She is‘returning to her duties at St. Stephen’s for the moment.
Did you get the picture?”

“Yes, yes | did and | appréciate you sending that on to me.” He’d sent me a photograph
that he’d found.in\Doeugal’s grimoire, one of me and three other people I didn’'t recognize. It
had been a surprise, but,a)good one.

“Did you remember ,who they were?”

Abruptly | remembered Micky sitting behind me. “I got some information, but we’ll talk
about'it later.”

“Of-eourse.”

“Now"if you gentlemen will excuse me,” | said, glancing at Micky to see his nod. | looked
back to Cormac. “I wanted to be here when you came but I know that Micky some business to
talk to you about.”

“Of course,” he repeated. He laid a hand on my shoulder for a moment and | smiled at
him. I’'m sure it was as close to a hug as Cormac ever got.

I rejoined Jason and Frasier in the hall and we went on about our duties. | hoped that I'd
be able to spend more time with Cormac soon.

A few nights later | dreamed of the past again.
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| was sitting under a tree at a local city park, the chill wind of early spring starting to blow
hard around me. | didn’t notice the cold because | had Marcus’ leather jacket. If I tried | could
smell his cologne on the collar.

1 gave myself a mental shake to free my mind of him. | had more important things to be
doing than dreaming of my boyfriend.

When | was going through the attic a few aays before | had found one of Robert’s books. 1
was sitting in the park doing my best to understand it. Most of the passages were, while
complex at first, comprehensible after some thought. All but the one that appeared to be
about some other type of supernatural creature’s abilities, something called Hemeomanegy.

After a half an hour or so | ‘felt’ something magical behind me. Without turning,” { knew
Malcolm was standing behind me. He didn’'t know how fast 1'd been advancing andAiked the
look he on his face when he thought he'd showed me some new trick, one 1'd alréady learned.

Just as he was about to lay a hand on my shoulder, | greeted him, startling him in the
process.

“Touch not lest ye be touched,” I said in my best mocking voice.

Malcolm laughed and the sound soon filled the near empty park. After he calmed down and
took a seat next to me, I pushed the book toward him.

“Help me out, would you?” I asked him. Maybe he would.be able to make sense of the
passages that confused me.

He took the book and studied it. He became very interested in whatever it was that he was
reading, and it took me actually bumping him to tear him away from the text.

“What? Oh, this is... some heavy shit, Tina. Have you been able to do anything with this?” |
could tell that he was very intent on‘what he had-read.

“No,” I replied. “I just found thebook a fewtlays ago.”

“I don’t even know if this is.semething.l should be messing with, but 1d like to read it
more closely. Would you mind?’” he asked, gesturing toward his bag.

“Sure,” | shrugged. Malealm would-probably be able to understand it better than I could.
Besides most of the boak-dealt with Robert's tradition, not mine.

“See you then,” 1 told him as/I stood up to walk home.

1 felt Malcolni open a portal as he started to sing. “There’s a crack in the mirror and a
blood stain on'the’bed..\”

The'instant | woke | knew several things. The events in this dream happened after the first
onell'd had like it.almost a month ago, but before Marcus and | had been seeing each other a
year."Malcolm had been my mentor then, and | trusted him to teach me what every good
Verbena'should know.

Verbena; | was Verbena. Finally a concrete memory | could point to and say what I'd been
before my embrace.

I knew the song too, but I couldn’t remember what it was. | did know that for some reason
Malcolm had loved it.

Glancing at the clock | saw that I didn’t really have time to dwell in the past. | had to get
dressed and be at the Chantry by seven and if I didn’t want to be late | had to move quickly.
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The night before we were to fly to Austria for the wedding, Cormac brought his Eliza home
to the Bathori Mansion. I'd heard that he’d managed to renegotiate her contract and he'd
spent the last three nights with her, forming the blood bond that made her his ghoul.

They'd spent most of the night with Brenda and Micky at the chantry. One of the conditions
of her new contract was that she submit to testing that would determine her physical prowess
and well being. Dhampyr are rare and it turned out that she was one, so Ford was anxious to
find out more about her.

She seemed a little on edge, almost as if she expected one of us to bite her. When Cormac
was close to her it seemed to help somewhat, but all in all she didn’t look very happy to be
staying with us.

Somehow during the evening | caught her alone.

“Eliza,” | said softly to get her attention.

She looked at me warily but didn’t say anything.

“Does Cormac know how you feel about staying here?”

“I never said | didn’t want to stay here,” she replied defensively.

“No, but it's quite obvious,” | told her gently. “Have you told him you'd rather be
elsewhere?”

By the look on her face, she wasn’t going to be sharing her true‘feelings with me any time
soon. “He’s my... master,” she said, and | thought she was,geing to choke on the word.
“Where he goes, | go.”

“Entreat me not to leave thee,” | murmured softly, guoting one of the few verses of the
Bible I could remember, “or to return from following after thee. For whither thou goest, I will
go; and where thou lodgest, I will lodge.”

“Thy people shall be my peoplesand, thy God'my God,” she continued with a grim smile.
““Where thou diest, will | die and there will I(be*buried. The Lord do so to me, and more also,
if ought but death part thee andvme.”

Something of my surprise,must have.shown on my face because she added, “You can't live
in the Society and not read.the Bible.”

“No, | suppose not,*agreed.“} met you in the other world, you know.”

She looked at me ‘in surprise.*You did?”

“Yes. You were very anxious to get your husband back,” I told her.

“I can imagine,” she murmured. “If you will excuse me, | think Cormac needs me.”
I let her go wondering if she would ever consider me her friend.
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LORD MALCOLM

Lovue is the Kiffer you thought

Was your friend
The Beast - Concrete Blonde

Early the next night | had an opportunity to talk to Cormac about my dreams. We
discussed his experiences for a few minutes, about how they seemed to be prompted in some
way by something he’d seen, or someone he'd talked to. | couldn’t figure out what was
jogging my memories, but | did remember seeing a dress similar to the one I'd worn to Lizzy’s
funeral one night when Brenda and | were out shopping.

He offered to take my duties for the rest of the night and because | was tired | accepted. |
went back to the mansion where | sat alone in the living room with pictures that Robert had
given me, and the one Cormac had sent to me from Ireland.

Would I ever remember what had become of Malcolm? Had he finally forgiven me, or had
he hated me until I'd disappeared seven years ago? | also had to wonder if he’d killed anyone
else I'd loved.

It made me sad just thinking about it. He’d been my mentor after all; my friend. We'd tried
to save Lizzy together, how could he have blamed me for her death?

I wanted to call Papa and ask him about these things, but I'dypromised Robert that I'd stay
away from our father for a while longer. That was probably‘a good idea anyway. Knowing
what | now knew about Papa’s part in Robert’'s death, and\my mother’s, it was likely that I'd
want to kill him on site.

I leaned my head back on the chair and closed.my, eyes, hoping that if I just thought about
it |1 could remember what had happenedto Malcolm.' The only thing it got me was a major
headache.

1 was standing in a funeral home that.semehow seemed familiar to me, but I couldn’t
remember ever being there-before. I(was wearing a proper black dress that filled me with
sadness just looking at it,\out it seemeéd comforting at the same time. | took a moment to
gather my courage before | approached the casket at the front of the room. When I reached
it, the body inside was as familiar to me as my own face.

Though they.did the best job they could making him look appropriate, 1 could still tell
where Marcus’ neck was\broken. As 1 laid the single rose I carried on his chest, | felt someone
behind me. | knew it Js,Papa before he spoke.

“Come child. I¥'s time to go,” | heard him declare. | turned to face him, sadness filling
engulfing my soul; Papa was dressed in his Priest’s robes, but when I looked up into his face /
saw that he'was glaring at me with hatred. As | opened my mouth to speak, his body shifted
to that ot my mentor, and | realized that | was standing next to a dumpster in an alley in Las
Vegas. It was the same alley 1'd woke up in seven years ago with no memories of my mortal
life.

“Malcolm?” I gasped. | hadn’t seen him since he disappeared at Lizzy's funeral. As he
opened his mouth to reply, his visage shifted ever so slightly. My hands clenched when |
realized who was standing in front of me. Lord Malcolm threw his head back and laughed, the
sound sending a shudder down my spine. | took a step towards him, as the sound echoed
down the alley, and he held up his hand, palm out.
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“Hold, child,” he sard, but his voice was not his own.

When | looked up again the man that Cormac had told me was Dougal Galloway was
standing before me. His image changed almost as soon as I realized who he was, morphing
into the Kindred from my dreams. The man | knew as Piston leered at me, holding the jewel
encrusted goblet as he took a step forward. | looked away in fear at what he would do only to
hear Antonio’s soothing voice.

“What is wrong childe?”

1 opened my eyes to see his loving face looking back at me. | was relieved to see him, but
the sound of movement behind me caught my attention. | turned back to see that | was in the
funeral home again and Marcus was sitting up in the casket, his ljps parting to reveal
bloodstained teeth.

| sat bolt upright in the chair with a scream on my lips, aware that I'd somehow drifted off.
I couldn’t quite shake the memory of Marcus’s ashen face. When | closed my“eyes, | could still
hear him singing.

You are a vampire and now I am nothing at all.

It was time for me to admit the truth, as horrible as it was. The¢Maleolm who had been my
mentor and the Lord Malcolm who had caused Jason’s embrace and abducted Lena were one
and the same.

I'd known him before my embrace, he’d been my mentorand my friend. Then it hit me; if
Malcolm had hated me enough to kill Marcus, maybe Graves wasn’t the reason that Jason and
Lena had been taken. Maybe | was the reason behind bath horrifying ordeals.

Malcolm hated me and was still trying to pay me back for what Papa had done to Lizzy. It
was my fault Jason was Kindred. It was my fault'\Lena had been taken from the holding to
Ramadan. | had hated Graves for-things that< had caused.

Suddenly it made sense thatthe Verbena had been following Luke, Lena and | through
Europe and back into the Statestwo years ago. Malcolm was Verbena and he had strong ties
within the tradition, at least he"had when I'd known him.

The song from my dreams keptrunning through my head and | couldn’t shake it. I knew
the song, really knew,it, but L ¢ouldn’t remember ever having heard it before. Still, when
Malcolm had sungrit in the park I'd known the words, known what the next line was going to
be.

I needed-tol.get it.out of my head. | needed blood and a good long walk to clear my mind.
Then it hit'me what the song was. Bloodletting, by Concrete Blonde. The Vampire Song.

I'm-gonna havea drink and walk around/I've got a lot to think about.

It.seemed-like too much for me to take in all at once. Malcolm was Lord Malcolm and I'd
known himbefore my embrace. I'd known him and he hated me enough to want me dead, to
attack me‘on the street, to kill my boyfriend.

The sound of the door closing and Jason’s voice startled me back to reality. We were
supposed to leave for the holding at dawn and 1 still had to make sure that everything was
packed and ready to go.

But if I closed my eyes I could still see Marcus lying there, his head laying at just enough
of a wrong angle for his broken neck to be obvious.

“What's wrong?” Jason asked from the doorway.
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| tried to smile. “Bad dreams,” | told him. | wasn’t ready to talk about this with him, not
yet. “I really don’'t want to talk about it,” | added as | stood up and walked over to him.

“Why not?” He put his arms around me and held me close.
“It was just a nightmare.” It definitely had been that, | was still shaking.

“Aren’t you the one who said after this whole overseas thing that we should talk it out
instead of running off?” he said softly.

I looked up at him. “I'm not running anywhere.”
“Running from whatever problem it is that you don’'t want to talk about,” he replied.

I shook my head. “I'm not running anywhere, | just don’t want to talk about nightmares.”
It wasn'’t like | didn’'t have nightmares all the time, normally | just don’t remember them.,

He didn’t bother to answer me, just gave me a look that told me he wasn’t buying\it:
“You're not being fair,” | protested halfheartedly.

“What do you mean I'm not being fair?” He reached up and touched the side‘of my face.
“It's just a nightmare,” | whispered.

“That's the fourth one this week.”

I looked down and took a step away from his arms. “I've been dreaming about stuff that
happened before my embrace,” | admitted.

“So you're remembering,” he murmured. “That’s good.”

“I don’t know if I'd call it good.” Actually, considering, what1’d remembered | definitely
would not call it good.

“Memories can make you stronger,” he told me.
“Or really freak you out,” | said under my breath, “considering who I'm dreaming about.”

He heard me. “Well, maybe it could'be preparing you for things to come,” he suggested.
“Maybe the big guy is trying to tell.you something.”

Please, God, no. “Well, | hope that's\snet true,” | stated in a tightly controlled voice. | didn’t
think 1 could take it if Malcolm hurt someone else | loved.

“It may not be in the same fashion,/but it may be something,” he said cryptically.

I walked to the windew and _stood pretending to look out into the night, but I watched his
reflection in the glass, “I've heen/dreaming about Lord Malcolm.”

“Oh?” he saidvemotionlessly. “Such as?”

He really didn't show,any outward reaction to that, but I knew that even hearing the
bastard’s mame-cut him, to the bone. Still, all I could do was tell him about the dreams. “Well, |
told you.thatI've been dreaming about stuff that happened before my embrace.”

“You think you 'knew Malcolm before?” he asked, sounding a little surprised.

“I'm_pretty sure,” | told him. “And I'm also pretty sure that he... doesn't like me, at all. In
fact | think-it's safe to say that he hates me.”

Now he looked confused. “Why would he be that upset with you?”

“Because |, ah—" Shit, how could I explain this? “I killed his girlfriend. Well, I didn’t do it,
but he thinks it was my fault.” | could feel my hands shaking just talking about it. It hurt so
much to know that Papa had been a part of the group that had killed Lizzy.

Jason came over and took me into his arms again. “Do you want to talk about what
happened? You want to go for a walk and talk, get outside for some air?”
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When | agreed, he took my arm and led me out of the house. Thankfully Frasier was
elsewhere, and he didn’'t see us go. We walked for a few minutes while | gathered my
thoughts enough to explain everything.

“Well,” | began, “you know that Papa’s a hunter.”
“Yes.” Actually, it had been Jason who had found that information out.

“I had friends that were mages and | believe | was one too.” Not that I'd been that good at
it from what I could remember. | certainly hadn’t been able to save Lizzy. Still, I'd been
improving, and much faster than Malcolm had expected.

“Which would explain why you were embraced as you were,” Jason murmured.

“Yeah.” Tremere often embrace mages, they are supposed to be able to pick up on.the
Thaumaturgy a little easier than your average mortal. Cormac had been a mage before.his
embrace. “Papa got her alone and faked a gas explosion, him and his friends...”

“Boom, you're dead.”

Well, that was one way of putting it. “Pretty much, but she wasn’'t dead.“She—" | couldn’t
stop my voice from breaking as | remembered Lizzy lying in that hospitalbed. “She was in the
hospital for a week and Malcolm and | tried to save her. We couldn’t—+"

I stopped when Jason made a low sound in his throat and | realized\that I'd been clutching
his arm. | let go, immediately contrite.

“I'm sorry.” It wasn’t enough that I had to hurt him by what.J was telling him, | had to rip
into his skin too.

He pulled me into his arms and held me until I could-pull myself together again. I leaned
against his strength, grateful that we had found each other and worked out the problems that
had plagued our relationship. | just prayed that Malcolm wouldn’t be the wedge that drove us
apart again.

“Malcolm found out that Papa was ‘involved,and he blamed me for it,” I whispered against
the fabric of Jason’s shirt. “And_he ‘was «ighty”

“Don’t start talking like that,” he chastised me.

“I didn’t want to startithis,” I reminded him roughly. “If you don’t want to hear it, then
don’t ask me what's wraong.”

He pulled me closer when{I"would have moved away. “It's okay, let it out.”
I nodded and'took ‘a breath. “About a week after Lizzy died, Malcolm killed Marcus.”
“And who was that?\he asked as he led me to a bus stop bench.

“Marcus was my boyfriend,” | whispered as we sat down close together. “He snapped his
neck.”

“And’exactly what was Marcus?”
Hadn't "}, already said that? “My boyfriend.”
“Was he part of this mage group?”

“He knew about it but he wasn't part of it.” Jason took my hand and | looked down. This
was the part | figured Jason would freak over, so | said it quickly. “And | was talking to
Cormac the other night and he says that his memories came back usually when they were
prompted by something. Like he dreamed about people that he saw, or had contact with. So if
I’'m dreaming about him, doesn’t that mean he’s around?”

| looked up in surprise when | heard the sound of wood splitting. Jason was clutching at
the bench with his free hand, his face frozen.
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I touched his cheek. “We’'re sitting on this bench, Jason,” | reminded him. “If you're going
to wreck it, at least let’s get up first.”

“What?” He came out of his daze and looked at me. “Oh.”

“Now do you understand why | didn’'t want to talk to you about this?” | asked harshly. |
hated upsetting him like this.

He took a deep breath and let it out in a sigh. “Things are always better once they get off
your chest.”

Oh yeah? “I don't feel any better.”
“Are you done?”

Almost. This seemed harder than anything else I'd said. “Did | mention that he was-my
mentor?” | whispered.

Shock ran across his face. “What?”

“He’s Verbena,” | said with a nod. “He was my mentor.”

Jason looked away. “I need a drink.”

I bared my wrist for him but he just took my hand and smiled.
“We need a drink,” he corrected.

“Well you know,” | said, trying not to smile, “we could get Frasier-drunk, and | could feed
from him and you could feed from me and we could all three get, drunk.”

That earned me the look again. “I'm sorry, but after the\year you have to go through, we'll
only have one chicken left.”

I had to laugh at that. He still didn't understand why\the Tremere, with their reputation as
blood magicians, didn’t have a spell that could sever the blood bond Luke held over me.

“Well, you're smiling now,” he grinned. “At‘least we relieved some of the tension.”

I smiled again and laid my headon ‘his shoulder. He held me for a few minutes before he
got up and pulled me to my feet.

“We're leaving tonight, is(everything set?” he asked as he led me back toward the house.

“For the wedding?”

“No, for the barmitzya)”

I laughed. “Well, | have thedress, and the girls have their dresses. You did get the tuxes,
I'm assuming.”

“l had Frasier‘take care, of that,” he said dryly. “It got him off my back for a while.”

It was my turn to give him the look, but I chose to ignore that comment. “Everything is all

7

set.
“Do we havésa'back up place for the ceremony in case it rains?”

Lena and, | ' had decided on the perfect spot in the garden for the ceremony, but there was
no sheltér-ifit rained. “Well, 1 didn’t really think we could use the church,” I murmured.

“We could,” he replied with a chuckle, “but it would just mean removing a few things.”

Yeah, like all the crosses. “I was thinking the living room, or the hall,” | told him.
“Something along those lines. Everything is all set. Did you have any suggestions?” He hadn't
been that involved in the preparations, he’d just told me to do whatever | wanted and he’d be
there.

“So are we just following along with the wolf?”
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“Yeah, we'll just follow along with what he has to say,” | replied. “God, | never imagined
that a werewolf would be marrying me.”

He laughed. “Did you ever think that a) a priest was going to marry a vampire, b) a
werewolf was going to marry a vampire c¢) a werewolf priest was going to marry a vampire ex-
priest?”

It was quite a tangle if you thought about it that way. “No, | never imagined,” | said
honestly.

“And if I remember correctly, you were pretty close to the religious thing yourself,” he
reminded me, “so it’s kind of a strange triangle.”

He was referring to the fact that Papa was a priest. Not that | remembered any of that.
“And we all know that I'm not close to the religious thing, and we’re not going to have.that
argument, are we?” | was tired of hearing that | had to have faith.

“Like | have a choice,” he muttered as he kissed my temple. “Why do they have me on this
would be security detail?”

I looked away. “I have no idea. Did you have something else you'd rather'do?”
“Christina,” he drawled, “you have the look.”

| tried to play innocent. “Excuse me?”

“That look,” he said with a smile.

It made me smile too. “If you have something that you'd-rather be doing, I'm sure they
would understand.”

“You're doing it again,” he warned me.
I looked down. “Well, I just thought that you'd want to spend time with me.”

“With you, yes,” he said firmly. “When you're/actually there, it's good. When | have to turn
around and watch my back constantly)it's not‘gecd.”

“He’d better not be behaving like that,”«l'said fiercely. “If he is then he and | are going to
have a little talk involving spooky=b00.”

“He got the same look yeu~gave me,a’minute ago,” Jason drawled as he pulled me to my
feet and led me back toward-the house.

“I'll talk to him,” | premised-*H:you don't want a shadow, you won't have a shadow.” At
least not an obvious-one, anyway.

“I would ratherhave a friend than a tail,” he added.

“He’s just trying to pretect you,” | told him.

He shook his head.*You walk into a room with eighteen people and a nine round clip,” he
began.

“Whe walks out alive, yeah, you do,” | finished for him.

“Nowif I, had the energy clip that he has in his,” Jason said eagerly, “I could probably walk
out with two shots.”

I smiled. “You know if you talk to him real nice...”

“l did,” he said quickly. “You know what he said? ‘One day when you’re smart enough.’
Unfortunately, | think it's true.” He shook his head ruefully. “One thing he’s definitely got on
me besides looks.”

I looked at Jason in surprise. Frasier was cute, but he was by no means as attractive as
Jason was to me. Plus, as good as he was with a gun Jason was still better. “He has looks?”
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He just laughed and led me inside.

We flew out of Boston just before dawn with boxes in the hold for our transportation to the
holding. I didn’t worry too much about Frasier, he was getting used to my world, and anyway
Rafe would be there to help him get through anything he couldn’t handle.

We arrived at the holding early Wednesday evening. Jason, Brenda and | were a little stiff
from the boxes we’d traveled in, but we quickly got our feet under us. Frasier and Rafe
oversaw our luggage while the rest of us sat with Lena and Mikael. The baby was sleeping,
but she promised that we’d be able to see him later.

Afterward, Brenda came to my room to help me unpack the dresses. | must have been a
little quieter than usual because she started to look concerned.

“Chris, what's wrong?” she asked finally.

I'd been worried about Malcolm since I'd realized he was my enemy, but I'd made a big

effort to hide it and | hadn’t thought it showed that much. “I ah....” | sat down en.the bed, not
even sure of where to start. “Um, | told you | was having dreams?”
“Uh-huh.”

I looked down at my hands clenched in my lap. “I'm dreaming about, kord Malcolm, the one
Lena calls the Crone and Cormac calls Lord Chaos.”

“What—" her voice caught and she had to clear her throat. “What are you dreaming
about?”

“Well,” I said slowly, “remember | told you that there wias.,a guy that was my girlfriend’s
boyfriend?”

“Right.”

“His name was Malcolm.” It was the.hardest thing 1'd ever said.

She gave me an intense look. “Have‘you talked’to Cormac about this?” she asked softly,
sitting down next to me.

“Well, I haven't told him I!'m.dreamingef Lord Chaos, but yeah, I've talked to him about
my dreams. He said that they.re/probably’memories that are prompted by something I'm
seeing.” | sighed deeply.{®It's’'so weird;Brenda.”

I glanced up to see fier watching me. “We knew each other, you know?” | said softly. “And
he was so mad at me\because Lizzy died. And—" | could almost feel the knife sinking into my
arm and | rubbed{at.the sear on my arm.

Brenda tookumy hand and looked at my arm. “Where did you get that?”

“Malcolm.”

“Recently, or.s.?”

“No,_he ah, he‘attacked me on the street.” | took my arm back and rubbed at the spot, but
I could-almost feel the knife in my skin. “He hated me so much.” God, even talking about this
made me.want to cry.

Brenda put her arm around me and hugged me. I laid my head on her shoulder and let the
tears fall, glad that I had a sister that would comfort me like this.

After a few minutes | was able to calm down enough to talk again. “If this is a memory
Brenda,” | whispered, “if it is Lord Malcolm I'm dreaming about, then Graves isn’t the reason
that Jason got embraced, | am.”

“Chris, you can't blame someone else’s actions on yourself,” she said urgently, pulling back
to look in my eyes. “You don’t even know that, | mean, come on. Don't start talking like that.”
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“No, its—” How could I explain this to her? “He hated me so much, enough to kill Marcus,
to kill Jason.” | started crying again, in earnest this time. Sobs shook me and Brenda pulled
me close again.

“Chris, don’t torment yourself like this,” she soothed. “Even if that's the case, you know it's
not your fault that this Lizzy person died. You didn't kill her.”

“Papa did,” | said through my tears.

“Yeah, but that’s not your fault.”

Wasn't it? “But | told him where we were going.”

“S0?” she demanded. “How were you supposed to know that he would go all ape shit.and
kill her?”

My sister, ever willing to defend me even when | didn’t deserve it. | took a deep.breath to
control my tears and it came out in a long sigh.

“You cannot take responsibility for his actions,” she continued righteously, no-more than I
could.”

“l guess.” Better to agree with her than to try and argue. I'd never win.

“No, there’s no guessing about it,” she said firmly. “That’s fact.”

“I don’t know,” | whispered, shaking my head. But I did know,deep‘down. It was my fault
Jason was embraced and Lena was captured. My fault, not Graves..

“Yeah, it may be unfortunate that those circumstances ledwup to that,” she conceded, “but
you have no control over it. What were you supposed to do?.Turn yourself over to him and
say ‘You know, I'm really sorry that Papa was an asshole;:Kill me now'?” She pulled back and
looked at me.

The thought of saying that to Malcolm made me“augh a little. “Yeah.”

“This is not your fault,” she repeated; “notat.all.”

“Okay,” | said reluctantly, not really evensure if | agreed with her. “And | could be wrong,
maybe this isn’t even a memaery, maybe-this'is just—"

“Maybe it's just a bad dream‘because—"

“Yeah, I've always had“gightmares anyway,” | said softly, “and maybe that’s what it was.”
But it hadn't felt like a dream, ithad felt real. | remembered it as being real.

I dried my tears'and told mysSelf to forget about it for the next few days. This was
supposed to be'a happy .oceasion, after all. There was so much to do before the wedding and
everyone was‘supposed to'be there tomorrow night.

Lena came in alittle while later and the three of us spent the rest of the night going over
the garden and the.dresses and talking about the ceremony and the baby. When | crawled
into'bed’/near dawn | thought | was too tired to dream. | was wrong.

“Come.child. It's time to go,” | heard Papa declare. | turned to face him, sorrow filling my
soul. He was dressed in his Priest’s robes, but when I looked up into his face, | saw that he
was glaring at me with hatred. As | opened my mouth to speak, his body shifted to that of my
mentor.

“Malcolm?” I gasped. | hadn’t seen him since he disappeared at Lizzy’s funeral. As he
opened his mouth to reply, his visage shifted ever so slightly. My hands clenched when |
realized who was standing in front of me. Lord Chaos threw his head back and laughed, the

Page 27 of 61 © 1999-2004 Cathy McQuillin Christina: Vows



sound sending a shudder down my spine. | took a step towards him as the sound echoed
down the alley, and he held up his hand, palm out.

His image shifted to that of a young black man, no more than twenty-five years old. He
was Jjust standing there smiling at me. The man turned and | saw a Latino man of the same
age standing where the black man had been.

“We can help,” he said in a smooth deep voice. | turned to run but a different voice
stopped me cold.

“Hold, child.” When I looked back again Dougal Galloway was standing before me. His
image changed into that of Piston almost as soon as I realized who he was. Piston leered at
me, still holding the jewel-encrusted goblet as he took a step forward. | looked away inear at
what he would do only to hear Antonio’s soothing voice.

“What is wrong childe?”
1 opened my eyes to see his kind face looking back at me. | was so relieved\ta.see him....

After | woke | stayed in bed for a long time remembering the dream #dyust had. I'd met
the two men while | was in college, but | couldn’t remember their names;-or how I'd met
them. | wondered if they'd tried to help me with Malcolm and gotten killed for their efforts.

Finally I got up and got dressed. Almost everyone else was supposed to get in tonight, and
I had to be ready to meet them. | went downstairs determined.to be happy despite my
worries about Malcolm.

Most of our guests had arrived during the day and Mikael had seen to it that they were
taken to their rooms in the boxes they’d arrived in to await sunset. Rafe and Frasier were of
course able to help him as were Stephen and Eliza;\who had arrived with Cormac. Robert had
also arrived during the day, but was still sleeping.when the sun went down.

Michael Moorecock and Lucy Reynelds were'the only guests who had not yet made it to the
Holding, but they were supposed to arrive the next day. | was a little anxious about them
being there because | knew their presence would cause some tension among the group.

Brenda had told me that Michael, ‘her ex lover, was convinced she would eventually leave
Rafe to return to his side,\althoughil*couldn’t see that happening any time soon. Neither
Brenda nor Antonio seemed tollike‘Lucy, although Jason and | were fond enough of her. She
was older than most of us gathered here, but she had been embraced as a child. She had
agreed to be our flower girk

My Kindred(brother and his family came downstairs first. The men were reserved as usual,
and Eliza seemed a-little more relaxed in the company of the werewolf than she had been
before..Lena made them comfortable just as Antonio came down with Idella and another
Kindred-woman I*didn’t recognize but knew had to be Victoria Monroe.

My Sirehad called a few nights ago to ask if he could bring a guest with him. How could |
refuse? Of.course | told her he could bring her. Antonio introduced me to her, and Cormac
came over to say hello. Apparently he’d known her before, through Dougal. He even asked
about her mother.

Nina and Estrea came down too, and soon the living room was filled with voices. Lena
made sure all the introductions were made, and she had refreshments available for everyone.
| talked to Estrea for a little while, but I found the conversation frustrating. Brenda or

Antonio were always with us, and as soon as the talk even began to turn to Luke or Las
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Vegas, one of them changed the subject. Finally | gave up trying to talk to my friend and went
to talk to Lena about decorations.
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SNAPSHOTS OF THE PAST

And the [eaues at my feet

Whisper sounds so famifiar
Darkening of the fight - Concrete Blonde

A few hours later, Robert caught my attention and asked me to come upstairs with him. |
hadn’'t had a chance to talk to him alone since he'd arrived, so | went eagerly.

“l took a few of your belongings from when you disappeared,” he told me when we
reached his room. “I've been holding them. Good thing you were still hiding things in the trunk
at the foot of your bed, Papa never looked under your clothes.”

Yeah, I still did that even now. “Well, what do you have?”

He pulled a camera case from his suitcase and brought it over to me. With a start)l realized
that it was the case Marcus had given me, complete with my initials. It also had,a_ USC Berkley
sticker on it.

I took it from him and opened it. On top of the camera was a small manila envelope. |
picked it up and concentrated to see what images | could of it, but I only.saw Robert putting it
into the case.

Slowly | pulled the pictures from the envelope and looked at the, top one. It was Marcus,
wearing his leather jacket and looking very thoughtful. | smiled a little, remembering how
much | had loved him.

The next picture was also of Marcus, looking even more, pensive than the first one. After
that was one of me leaning against a wall and staring ‘quite seriously at the camera while
wearing Marcus’ leather jacket. Then there was anather picture of Marcus, he was standing
next to his motorcycle and looking off at'something to his right.

I remembered suddenly that he'd‘been looking at Lizzy. These two photos had been taken
the day that she’d gone home early,sthe day, of the explosion that changed all our lives
forever. I really didn’t want t6 see"what the“rest of the pictures were, but I knew | had to look.

It was as I'd feared. The next photograph was of Malcolm and Lizzy. They were standing
very close like they usuallydid whensthey were together. It was so hard to believe that later
that same day she’d been hurt/So, very badly.

The last pictureswas of Malcolm by himself. His hair was long and twisted in dread locks,
and there were ‘holes in the.knees of his pants. This was the way | wanted to remember him,
my friend and mentor, but'more recent images of him kept invading my mind.

“Do you.know them?” Robert asked. “Tina?”

I glaneed up. “Yeah, | know them. This is Marcus,” | said, handing him one of those
pictures:

“Isn’t.this*doe Thorpe’s kid from across town?”

Like | remembered. “Yeah, | guess. And that's me.”

He shot me an amused look. “I recognized you.”

I smiled. “You think?” | hesitated a moment before handing him the next picture. “This is
Lizzy.”

“She’s naked,” he said softly.

“Actually, that's a bathing suit top, trust me,” | told him. | pointed to Malcolm. “And this,
this was my mentor.”
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“l heard something about it,” he murmured thoughtfully, looking down at the picture,
“but...”

“Yeah,” | said seeing his hesitation, “it's Malcolm.”

“Ah,” he murmured thoughtfully, obviously not making the connection.

“Lord Malcolm,” I clarified.

He looked up at me in surprise, then back down at the picture. “Oh, shit.”

“Yeah.” To put it mildly.

“Oh.”

“Did I mention that Papa killed Lizzy?” | asked wryly. “Which would explain why Malcelm
got really pissed at me.”

He frowned. “So why did he go after Lena?”

I shook my head sadly. “You know, | originally thought it was because of something
Graves did, but I'm starting to think a little differently.” Now I knew it was my fault. “He killed
Marcus, and Jason. He was working on Lena.”

| sat looking down at the picture of Marcus for a moment, saddened(at the knowledge that
I'd been responsible for his death. I closed my eyes and concentrated.

Robert held the picture in his hand, and | could see another picture peaking out from
beneath It.

1 was in a dorm room kneeling next to a trunk and putting\the pictures on top of a very
worn leather jacket.

There was a towel on my head and | was wearing-a \bathrobe while 1 was holding this very
picture and crying. Lying on the bed around me, | could see all of the other pictures Robert
had given me.

After a moment | put the pictures\back into.the envelope and picked up the camera. There
was still film in it, and if | remembered correctly, there were a few exposures left on the roll.

You're going to need some practice yith’some real equipment if you're going to get into a
good program in college, Mareus-had toeld me when he’d given me the camera. If only | hadn’t
been so stubborn and gone‘like he.wanted me to. Lizzy might still be alive, and so much could
have been avoided.

“Do you know where the jacket is?” | asked Robert softly.

“No, | don't.” His voice still seemed a little shocked. “I didn’t really have a lot of time to
look through things. It's‘probably still in the trunk, if Papa hasn’t gotten rid of it.”

“I don't.remember_seeing it when | went to visit him,” I told him. “I wonder if he still has
it.”

“There'wasn't-much else in it besides clothes. Some dried up flowers—" He stopped for a
moment, then.cursed under his breath and went to the dresser. He opened the top drawer
and pulled out a knife shaped object wrapped in a cloth and came back toward me with it.
“And this.”

I knew what it was the instant my fingers closed on the blade. | didn't have to pull back
the cloth to see the thin blade and the dark gray handle of Lizzy’s ceremonial dagger. I didn’t
have to, but I did.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” I murmured as | looked down at it.

“Christina, watch your language,” he chastised me.

Page 31 of 61 © 1999-2004 Cathy McQuillin Christina: Vows



“God, not another one,” | drawled, looking up at him. “You know it's bad enough | hear it
from Jason and Frasier; | don’t need it from you too, really.”

He smiled. “I'm just looking out for you.”

I wrapped the knife back up and rested it on my leg. “Is there anything else that you're
forgetting?”

“No, | didn’t have a lot of time,” he told me sadly. “Papa was in the house.”

My eyebrow shot up. “That wasn't real bright.” He was lucky Papa hadn't killed him. Again.

He shrugged. “He came home unexpectedly.”

| took a deep breath to steady my nerves. “Okay, well, I'm going to go put these in my
room, we probably should go back downstairs.”

He looked at my face closely. “Are you going to be okay?”

“Yeah,” | said quickly. “Yeah, I'm fine.” Or | would be, eventually. | took the stuff'into my
bedroom and buried it at the bottom of my suitcase. Robert was waiting for me_ ir"the hall and
we went downstairs together.

I spent a little while talking to Nina and Estrea before | saw Jason and’Graves come into
the room. When Lena grabbed Graves’ arm and pulled him back out, 4 went to talk to Jason.

“So how are things going?” | asked as | kissed his cheek.

“Not bad,” he replied quietly.

That didn’t sound too good. “Getting cold feet?”

He glanced down then smiled up at me. “I'm dead.”

I laughed. “Colder than usual, Jason.”

“No,” he said honestly. “I'm looking forward.”

Well, that was a relief. “I just got-done looking backward.”
“Back on?”

“Well, Robert had a few things of mine from before,” | told him.
“Really?”

“Yeah, rather surprising:” And upsetting, but | wasn’t going to say that.
“That’s good,” he reminded_me.

“Not really,” I murmured,£‘but yeah.”

He rubbed the\spot on‘my arm where my nails had dug into his skin the last time we’'d had
a conversationm about my.past. “It scares me when you say it that way.”

I smiled grimly. “Well, he had my camera and a few pictures from high school.”
“Friends, family?” he prompted.

“Friends, then-anyway,” | told him. I wondered for a moment if | should show him, but I
knew that"l had to. “Do you want to go up and take a look?”

“Sure,” he said easily.

“Are you sure?” | asked earnestly. “‘Cause | don’t want to ruin your evening.”
“I'm with you,” he said softly. “Nothing could ruin my evening.”

I chuckled ruefully. “You haven’t seen the pictures.”

Threading my arm through his, I led him upstairs to my room where | pulled the camera
case out and brought it over to bed. | took out the pictures and handed him all of them except
the ones of Malcolm.
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“This is Marcus,” | said as he looked at the top one. “Remember | told you about him?”
“Oh, yes,” he replied. “He seems to be a fairly troubled young man.”

In the pictures, he did look like that. I didn’t remember him enough to say if that was what
he was really like. “Kind of serious.”

“It looks like something was bugging him,” he added, turning to the next picture. “I like the
bike.”

I smiled. “I liked it too, if I remember it correctly.”

“So this is an ex?”

“He was killed,” I reminded him sadly.

He looked up at me. “By?”

I handed him the rest of the pictures. “Malcolm.”

Jason looked down and when he growled | knew he recognized his tormentot.
“I warned you,” | said sorrowfully. “I told you it would ruin your evening.”

He cleared his throat. “Where did you get these?”

“l told you, Robert had them.”

“Where did he get them?” he demanded, looking at me intently.

“He pulled them out of my trunk at Papa’s house after | disappeared.” When he finally
looked at the last picture, | added, “I told you | knew Malcolm( That’s Lizzy.”

“She’s naked,” he murmured.
“No,” I told him, amused that he even noticed her state.of dress. “It's a bathing suit.”

When he sighed, | took the pictures from him. “Let me just put these back away,” | said
softly. I knew he was upset because his_hands were shaking. Showing him the photographs
had been a bad idea.

He watched me put the photosback in the case. “He brought you the case as well?”

“He did,” I told him, pulling-the eamera out to show him. “There’s film in the camera and
when | get home I'll get it developed.”

“I’'m anxious to see what's on them;” he murmured.

“Well, they don’t exactly have'a_photo mart in the middle of Austria,” | reminded him, “so it
will have to wait until\we getiback. I'm pretty anxious to see what's on the roll myself.”

“What exactly“happened?” he asked suddenly.

“With?”

“It,” he growled,

I sighed. “Well,"L'told you he was my mentor. We were—" Damn, it was so hard to talk

about'this 'with him. “The four of us were all out and about one day and Lizzy got sick so she
gated*home'and there was a gas explosion. Remember | told you about this?”

“I don’t know,” he mumbled. “It’s all kind of a haze right now.”

I didn’t blame him, I was thinking none too clearly myself. “Malcolm blamed Papa, and me,
got really pissed and killed Marcus.”

“l seem to recall his temper.”

He rubbed his left wrist and | remembered the horror I'd felt when I'd learned it had been
cut off. Luckily Jason had been allowed to regrow it before his embrace. Then | remembered
that it was my fault Malcolm had captured him to begin with.
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“He got really pissed and he killed Marcus,” | repeated softly. “And um, did | show you the
knife?”

I went back to the suitcase for the knife and sat down next to him on the bed. “This was
Lizzy’s ceremonial dagger. He attacked me with it one night.” | turned my left arm and show
Jason the scar on the underside. The exit scar on top of my arm was too small to really see
unless you knew what you were looking for. “So that pretty much is all I can remember.”

“What tradition is he?” he demanded softly.

“Verbena,” | told him, closing my eyes. “Which explains why the Verbena were following L-
Lena and | and—" Hell, I couldn’t avoid saying his name forever. “Luke through Europe.”

Maybe | should have avoided it, Luke’s name was like acid on Jason’s temper. | got up and
quietly put everything back in my suitcase, trying to give him room and time to calm.down.

“l warned you this would ruin your night,” I reminded him when | was done.

He sighed heavily, and | felt like such an idiot for bringing up the subjects of\Malcolm and
Luke. Jason looked like he could kill something, and | hoped that he’d calm.down before we
went back downstairs.

“I'm sorry,” | whispered, looking down at the floor.

“It's okay,” he told me, standing and coming to take me in his arms.\“It’s not your fault.”

I wanted to laugh; of course it was my fault, everything was my-fault. “Yeah, right,” |
breathed. “Whatever.”

He kissed my temple. “So, other than that, how was yourday?”

“Well, other than the usual nightmares,” | admitted  “it was fine. How was yours?”

“Not too bad.”

“Well, you know that Michael is suppesed to bevhere,” | warned him. | liked Michael, but
Antonio and | seemed to be the only.ones here who did.

“I know,” he all but growled.
I smiled against his shouldery, “Wouldn't-he do as a nice stand in for the Brujah?” | teased.

Jason moved back and pulled-his @un, taking a bullet from the chamber and holding it up
to the light. Tiny letters spelled out,Michael's name. “Just in case he shows up,” he told me
smugly.

I hoped he wasn'tserious.“You know, you might want to keep that in your gun, ‘cause he
is supposed to be here.”

“That’s ekay,”™ he drawled. “I've got back up.” He popped the clip and showed me the next
bullet in line to be fired.

I laughed. “Two-of them. You know really should have taken the chance to shoot him in
Salem*when you could.”

“l did,he-said seriously.

That surprised me. “Did you miss?”

He shot me a hard look. “I don’t miss.”

“I'm sorry,” | said, biting my lips to keep from laughing.

We went downstairs soon afterward to be with our guests. | could tell he was still upset
though, because every time | looked over at him, he was twisting his ring. Of course, | was
twisting mine too.
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Brenda suggested we check out the garden where the ceremony was going to be, and all
of us girls went outside. Well, all but Eliza. She didn’t move more than five feet from Cormac
the entire evening except to use the ladies room and hold the baby.

Near dawn | went to bed and hoped I'd dream about good things, like the wedding, or my
fiancé. It's a shame that we don’'t always get what we want.
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DREAMWALKING

And attacked from all sides

By a world fiffed with poison and hate
The Sky Is a Poisonous Garden - Concrete Bfonde

1 was trying to straighten the hem of my dress as | came down the stairs, carrying my
shoes in one hand and my purse in the other. When I reached the bottom, | leaned on the
banister pole for support as 1 slipped the shoes on.

Normally 1 liked the color black, but I found it hard to like anything the last few days.

As | headed for the door my father came up behind me. “Just where do you think you're
going?” he bellowed.

“I'm going to the funeral,” I told him in a hard voice without turning around. “And you
can’t stop me, Papa.”

“You will do as I say!” he shouted as he grabbed my arm.

1 tried to break free but he had a firm grip and he was much strongerithan | was.

“Haven't you learned to stay away from those people yet? How many more of them have
to get themselves killed before you realize how evil they are?”

If only Papa would accept the abilities 1'd been developing. Ireally was getting good,
almost as good as Lizzy had been. But | hadn'’t been able to.concentrate since...

1 broke down into tears again just thinking about Lizzy'lying there in that hospital bed for a
week before she died. Then Malcolm had disappeared, and now Marcus was dead too. My legs
gave out and | would have fallen to the floor if my father hadn’t caught me.

“Calm down, dear,” he said, his voice kinder than 1'd heard it in a long time.

1 stopped sobbing but the tears were still running down my face.

“Come on, Tina, let’s get you back upstais)” He helped me to my feet and led me back up
to my room, holding me close-all\thie way.\llaid down on the bed and tried to calm myself
down, but I couldn’t stop crying .completely and | felt very confused.

Papa had acted so loviagly today, but during the last month he'd been so hard. It was
almost as if he hadn’t been surptised when Lizzy had died. | pushed those thoughts from my
mind as I tried to get.comfortable.

Some time later't got Hp and drew myself a hot bath. As | relax, 1 finally drifted off to sleep
for the first time.In what felt like days.

Tina, I\heard Malcolm say in my mind, but | wasn't sure if | was dreaming or not. Tina, we
missed<ywou today ' -“Marcus looked so peaceful, so happy that he wasn't here anymore. Then his
voice changed, ‘becoming harder, filled with hate.

He.understood why he died. | explained it to him before I broke his fucking neck.

1 sat boft upright in the bathtub on the verge of screaming, but I quickly realized that | had
been sleeping. It had just been a horrible dream. As I laid back in the water, Malcolm’s voice
came to me once again, still filled with hatred.

You killed my love. | killed yours.

1 sat up again, startled by the harshness of his voice. After a few shaky breaths, I laid
back. | closed my eyes trying to think of something else, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that
he was still in my mind.
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1 gasped when [ felt something touch the inside of my thigh under the water. Something
was in the tub with me! | shrank back and stood quickly, looking down into the water. Floating
on the surface was a hand. Looking closer, I realized that it was a man’s left hand, and on the
ring finger was a gold wedding band.

In my mind I heard Malcolm singing. There’s a crack in the mirror and a bloodstain on the
bed...

Something wakes me, but for a moment | can’t identify what it is. | sit bolt upright in the
bed and Malcolm’s voice fills my head. There’s a crack in the mirror and a bloodstain on the
bed...

A quick glance at the vanity mirror shows that it has a long crack running down the_length
of it. I feel something cold and wet in the bed with me and | slowly peal back the cevers. The
sheets and my pajamas are covered with blood.

There is a horrible smell in the air, I'm not sure what it is. When | heighten my senses |
can identify it; fire, blood, gunpowder, and burning flesh. The smells are_distinct, fresh, and
coming from the hallway. | grab my gun from the bedside table and run‘from the room, intent
on finding the source of the odors.

It is coming from downstairs and getting stronger as | move toward the stairs. By the time
I reach the landing the stench is almost overwhelming. | can seey,Smoke coming from the
living room doorway as | make my way carefully down the_steps.

I try to project a mental thought to Brenda, but when, kreach out there is no reply. As |
move toward the living room, | hear a loud sucking sound. | move carefully, cautiously, not
wanting to walk into a trap. Instead, | walk into a nightmare.

The chairs have been kicked away from the.center of the room and standing in the space
they’d once occupied was the mage,Cormac ealls'Lord Chaos. His face is wrinkled and there is
an X shaped brand between his black eyes:\He looks old, haggard, evil.

Standing to his right is a tall hooded figure wearing black robes. He is half turned away
from me so | can’t see his face;"and hisyhands are covered with dark gloves. My instincts tell
me I've seen that figure before, but 'l reject the thought even as it runs across my mind.

Scattered on the floor around them are bodies and blood. | see Lena there with her throat
ripped out. Mikaelis*nearby with bullet holes in his chest, his blood spilling on the ground
around the remains of the baby. Rafe is there too, lying face down in a pool of his own blood.
And off to one side is Robert, blood matting in the remains of his hair.

What shocks me the most is the sight of Brenda kneeling over a lifeless Antonio, drinking
from his"neck. His head is thrown back and from look on his face and way she is drinking, |
know that 'she is'trying to drain the life force from his unconscious body.

Rage fillssme. Malcolm has done this, done all of it. He wants to pay me back by destroying
everything | care about and he is doing a damned fine job of it. I step away from the doorway
and raise my gun to fire at him, but before I can pull the trigger, the hooded man raises his
head to look at me.

It is Jason, just as | knew it would be, and he has a brand that matches Malcolm’s between
his eyes. My shot goes wild, the phosphorous exploding fire against the far wall.

Brenda straightens and wipes the blood from her lips. It disgusts me to think that she’s
fallen so far under Malcolm’s spell that she can heartlessly kill our sire. Slowly she pulls a Glock
from beneath her jacket.
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Before | can fire at Malcolm again, Jason steps between us, leaving me almost in shock.
Jason is in league with Lord Chaos? He’s helping him? What the hell is going on?

I know there is no way I'll be able to fire at him, nothing he does could ever make me
shoot the man | love so very much. If he’s joined forces with the Crone then it's my fault.

My sister raises her gun and points it at me. “You stupid bitch!” she shouts. “What the fuck
do you think you're doing?”

At that instant, Jason raises his gun and calls out for me to move. Without a second’s
hesitation | dive to my left. As soon as | am out of the way, | hear Frasier’s voice.

“What the hell is going on?” he demands from the doorway.

“Thanks,” Jason says to me, his voice low and cold. “I've been wanting to do this for'a long
time.”

Brenda stands and kicks Antonio’s lifeless body before moving closer to Malcolm_Time
slows to a crawl as | scream for Frasier to get down. | know he’s going to die,.butA also know
that there is nothing | can do to stop it. I can’t shoot Jason or Malcolm, butd ean shoot
Brenda, the murderer of our sire.

Jason aims for Frasier and from the corner of my eye | se the bullet-hit'him square in the
chest. He goes flying back into the hall, and the smell of burning flesh and the sorrow | feel at
his death nearly overwhelms me.

When my sister points her gun at me | don't even try to dodge the bullet. Everything |
have ever cared about is in this room, dead or turned against me. | fire at her even as | feel
the impact of her bullet in my stomach. Blackness engulfs my world.

I wake to someone slapping me sharply across.the face and a weight on my chest that also
pins my arms to the floor. My stomach“burns andumy gun is gone. When | open my eyes, | see
that Jason is sitting on top of me,*loeking dawn+at me with contempt.

A movement behind him draws’my attention and | see Malcolm standing there, a satisfied
smirk on his face.

“Is she still alive?” Brendardemands/from his side, her face hateful and bitter. The shoulder
of her shirt is burned away ‘and Kcan'see her charred skin beneath what was left of the fabric.

“Barely,” Jason replies. He seems disappointed.
“Damn it!” she exclaims angrily.

“What do you wish of her, Crone?” Jason asks. He looks ready to do whatever Malcolm
wants him(to.

Lord~Chaos steps)closer, and | can see the blood on his teeth as he gives a contemptuous
sigh. “Poor littlexIina,” he murmurs mockingly.

“I*ean’t believe that she was so naive to believe we cared about her,” Jason says
scathingly;-his eyes colder than I've ever seen them.

I look at Malcolm wondering how it has it come this far. Hadn't he already destroyed
enough people in my life? “Why are you doing this?” | whisper.

“I showed them what happens to the people you love,” he tells me coldly. “Your mother,
your brother, Lizzy, Marcus, Jason—"

“Twice,” Jason puts in with a sardonic smile.

“Lena, Antonio—" the mage continues.

“You made him weak,” Brenda tells me.
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“You have destroyed everything you have ever loved,” Malcolm finishes bluntly.

“Do you really think this is going to bring her back?” | demand flatly. It takes everything I
have to keep the painful emotions I feel from my voice.

“That doesn’t matter anymore,” he replies dismissively. “The only thing that matters is
getting my revenge for what you did.”

“What would she think of you now?” | ask sadly. | know there is no way Lizzy would ever
approve of his actions.

“I'm past that now,” he tells me, his voice cold as ice. “She’s dead, and anyway | don't care
anymore.” He looks down at me for what feels like a long time, savoring the fact that I am
under his control. “Kill her,” he says at last.

This can’t be happening, Jason and Brenda wouldn't kill me. I look up at the man.INove
with all my heart, with all my soul. “Jason,” I whisper pleadingly.

His reply breaks my heart as he says the same words he said to me two years-ago on the
streets of San Francisco.

“Get over it,” he says as he places the barrel of his gun underneath my ehin.

Brenda leans over and touches her gun to my forehead. | close my eyes and wait for the
explosions that will end my existence...
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GATEWAYS

In the quiet secret places
Are you there?® Are you there?
Darkening of the fight - Concrete Blonde

Suddenly | realized that someone was on the bed. | felt hands on my shoulders shaking
me. | sat up and reached for the intruder’s throat even as | realized that it was Jason. The
claws shot out almost of their own volition and bit into the skin of his neck. He froze with his
hands still on my shoulders.

“Christina,” he whispered through my iron grip on his throat, “what’s wrong?”

I glanced to my right at the mirror and the instant my eyes fell on the glass it broke.
Turning back to Jason | saw Brenda enter the room behind him, still in her nightgown.

| felt something wet seeping down my thumb and realized that one of my claws had cut
through the skin of his neck and blood was running slowly down my hand. As\l watched, it
dripped slowly to the sheets, staining the white linen.

Once again | heard Malcolm’s voice in my head. There’s a crack inthé-mirror and a
bloodstain on the bed....

My gun was to on the nightstand just out of reach, but a moment’s quick concentration
levitated it over so that | could grab it with my left hand. | immediately pointed it at Brenda
and she stopped, shock written all over her face.

“Jesus Fucking Christ,” | hissed softly.
“Christina,” Jason chastised as well as he could with~my hand choking his windpipe.

Was | awake? Was | dreaming? Had_| dreamed the last few weeks? | tried to feel Jason’s
skin under my hand, but it was clenched so tightly.on his throat that | couldn’t tell if his skin
was smooth or bumpy under my fingers.

“What the fuck is going on?”d demanded. angrily, fighting for control of the beast within
me that wanted to break free¢ and destroyrthese two people who just a moment ago had been
trying to kill me.

“Go get Frasier,” Jasen called‘back to Brenda.

“Chris, what the hell are you doing?” she asked, very confused. “Was he trying to leave
again and you'resstepping. .him?” She stood there staring at us, a hand on her shoulder. It was
the very spot I'd'shot her‘enly moments ago.

I was too shaken/te answer her, so Jason did.

“I don’t know,he Said hoarsely, “she did this the other night but it wasn't this bad.”

“Where's Antonio?” | demanded of Brenda. The instant | said his name, | searched for him
with 'my mind.

Yes, ‘imy-childe? he replied quickly.

Where are you?1 asked frantically, relieved that he still lived.

In my room, he told me, his words calm. Where are you?

In my room, | replied wryly, with a gun on Brenda and a claw in Jason’s throat. 1t was hard
for me to control the blind panic | felt but somehow | was managing.

What? The shock he felt came across to me in just that one word.
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1 just had this really weird experience and you were dead, | told him bluntly. Something
wasn'’t right here. | couldn’t tell if this was real or if what had happened before was real, but |
knew | had to find out what which one was reality before I let my guard down.

“Can you loosen up just a little, please?” Jason asked calmly. He let go of my shoulders
and held his hands up, palms toward me.

“In a minute,” 1 told him, not loosening my grip at all. Could you please come to my room
NOW?1 called to Antonio desperately.

Certainly, came his reply.
“Or at least take it out?” Jason suggested.

I didn’t bother to answer him. | wanted to see Antonio with my own eyes before | could
bring myself to believe that he was still alive.

“Chris, did you have another dream?” Brenda asked softly, obviously trying not to’spook
me any more than | already was. “Because | sure as hell did.”

“What was your dream?” | demanded coldly.

“Well,” she began, but Jason interrupted her.

“It looks like we all had them,” he said roughly. “I'm kind of feeling mine a little more,
though.”

“Something about a funeral and a bathtub,” Brenda told me:

“And someone missing the funeral because daddy wouldn't let her go,” Jason added.

“Yeah,” she agreed hoarsely, looking hesitantly toward,Jason. “And a hand?”

“I'm the one with a claw in my throat,” he told hers.trying to smile. “I'm the only one
supposed to sound like that.”

Brenda looked at me sternly. “UnlesS'you want t0 do some permanent damage, you might
want to let go.”

She was right, of course. | couldn't shoot'a few minutes ago, what made me think | could
kill him now? | eased the claw from his¢skin; but I didn’t let go of his throat. | couldn’t forget
the way that he’'d looked down-at'me’in disgust with Malcolm standing at his shoulder.

“This is supposed to be.after the'wedding,” he told me, trying to be funny.

To my great relief, Antonioame into the room and walked over to stand beside Brenda.
His gaze quickly togk<in my gun-and the claws at Jason’s throat before he looked questioningly
at Brenda.

She put-a hand on_his-shoulder. “l had a weird dream and it sounds like Jason did too,”
she told him, her voiee/still sounding very worried. “I came in and found this.”

“Hi,” Jason called over his shoulder. “How ya doin'?”

I\didn’'t betherto say anything out loud. Through our mental link I sent Antonio images
from the dream; waking to the smell of blood and burning flesh, smoke and gunpowder;
seeing the bodies that littered the floor; Brenda with her fangs in our sire’s throat; of Jason
shooting Frasier; Brenda and | shooting each other. | also sent a replay of the words that
Malcolm had spoken to me.

While | was distracted with Antonio, Jason’s hand shot up and knocked my hand away
from his throat but he didn’'t move away. | scooted back toward the headboard and all at once
| felt a burning pain in my stomach where Brenda had shot me.

Keeping the gun on both Jason and Brenda, | ran my right hand over my abdomen, but
there was no wound, no blood except Jason’s.
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Antonio’s shock showed on his face. He shot a puzzled glance between Jason and Brenda
before looking back at me expectantly.

“Anyone else have the feeling that we're left out of the informational loop?” Jason asked,
rubbing his neck.

My head was finally clearing of the panic I'd felt and I pointed the gun at the ceiling. “I'm
assuming it was just a dream,” I murmured regretfully.

“I think that would be an understatement,” Antonio agreed, his Spanish accent strong.
“What are you talking about?” Brenda demanded.

Antonio just looked at her, but from the expression on her face | knew he was passing
along the images from my dream. Her mouth dropped open and she staggered a little .on, her
feet. She looked at me, stunned, horror in her eyes.

“Your shoulder hurts,” | said softly, watching her rub where my bullet had hit~When she
looked down at the spot, | added, “Because my stomach hurts. Okay, is it my.imagination or is
the mirror broken?”

Everyone turned to look at the mirror.
“Yeah,” Brenda whispered.
“It's cracked,” Antonio agreed.

I looked down at the sheets where Jason’s vitae had dripped.from my hand. “And there’s
blood on the bed.”

“On my shirt,” Jason added, “my pants, on the bed, yeur.arm.”

“On the bed,” | repeated insistently.

“A little bit,” Antonio murmured.

Brenda looked at him, still confused:™What does that mean?”

Jason got it. “Isn’t there a song?™he asked\facetiously.

“Actually, there is,” | told him quite seriously, “and you know, | keep hearing Malcolm
singing it to me.”

“Why would he be singing.it'to you?’ Brenda questioned.

“l don't know,” | admitted, “bdt\crack in the mirror and a bloodstain on the bed’. The
mirror wasn’t cracked until 1 looked.at it.”

We heard footsteps moving down the hall and we all turned to look as Frasier came into
the room.

I looked at Jason feeling more tired than I could ever remember. “Don’t shoot him.”
“What?™Brenda.demanded.

Aty words;, Frasier pulled his gun and pointed it at Jason, an almost panicked expression
on his_face.

“Youscar’t shoot him either,” | said crossly. This was the last damn thing | needed tonight.
“Put it away.”

Brenda stepped closer to him and put her arm out, trying to intervene. He took a step
away from her and closer to me, but he did raise the gun.

“Put it away,” | repeated harshly.

Frasier took a slow careful look around the room, but he did what | said.
“Does someone want to fill me in on what’'s going on?” Jason asked softly.
“Yeah, me too,” Frasier put in.
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With the tense situation finally over, my hands started to shake. I laid the gun down on the
bed and retracted the claws on my right hand. There was still blood on my hand and without
thinking | almost licked it off. Then | remembered that it was Jason’s blood. As he ripped a
part of his shirt to tie around the wound on his neck, I wiped my hand on the bed sheets.

“l just—" My voice was shaking and | stopped to take a deep breath before | could
continue. “I had this really weird dream that led into this other weird dream that-that she was
diablerizing Antonio,” | said pointing at Brenda, “and you shot Frasier and then you had this ‘X’
branded in the middle of your forehead,” | told Jason. “You remember who else has that?
‘Cause he was standing right next to you.”

“The first part | could see,” he said dryly. “The other? Uh-uh.”
“And then she shot me,” | added.

“Again?” Both Frasier and Jason exclaimed.

| raised a chastising eyebrow at the both of them.

“Are you okay?” Brenda asked, taking a step toward the bed.

“Physically?” Emotionally | was still a wreck. “My stomach still hurts, butithere appears to
be no blood.” When I rubbed at the spot, Jason eased his hand over mine‘soothingly.

I reached up and touched the fabric on his neck gently. “I'm sorry,” said softly. “You
woke me up, of course that was after you woke me up and were\shooting me in the head. It
was the whole dream thing.”

He seemed too shaken to speak for a moment. “What-what would make you think 1 would
do that?”

“Oh, it was a pretty vivid dream,” | confessed ruefully. “You had a gun under my chin, and
Brenda had a gun on my forehead, and_then all of a sudden you were shaking me awake.”

He looked into my eyes sadly. “Dowyeu honestly believe that | would hurt you?”

“Well, I didn’t think so,” I admitted: “I couldn’t shoot you in my dream. | shot her.”

He smiled. “Well, fair is fair:

“That was an accident,” l'insistedsas¥let him pull me into his arms. “I'm sorry, it was like
everyone was dead except the three of you.”

“I know that feeling,xso | kind'ef can understand,” he told me, reminding me that he had
once been the sole survivor of an attack on a monastery. “Slightly.”

I remembered'what Cormac had told me about dreamwalking being interactive, and that’s
what my dream“had been.’| had to assume that Malcolm was nearby. | looked frantically at
Frasier. “Is everything okay?” | demanded quickly. “Has anything happened today? Any weird
stuff? Any strangers around?”

He.shook histhead. “Well, our last two guests have arrived,” he told me. “They just came
down=The girl'was smelling flowers and Michael was bitching about his box.” He added
something-under his breath, the only word of which I understood was ‘asshole’.

“Funny how everyone has this opinion of Michael,” I drawled. “If-if Malcolm is
dreamwalking, and he’s close enough to break the mirror,” I asked Jason, “doesn’t it seem
likely that he’s around somewhere?”

Apparently I'd lost him somewhere. “Ah, excuse me?”

“Dreamwalking,” | repeated.

“Spekenze Gangrellish?” he asked drolly.
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“You know,” | said impatiently, “like he’s affecting my dreams, manipulating them. What
was that you said about a dream that you had? About—"

“About you going to the funeral and the picture of that one guy you had,” he told me.
“Did you dream about the bathtub too and the hand?” | asked, but | knew the answer.
“Yeah.”

This wasn’t good. “So I'm not the only one who's dreams he’s walking in.”

“Wait a minute,” Jason said hotly, “you’re telling me that he’s telling me what to dream?”
“Yeah,” | confirmed, “and her, and me.”

“And you said he had to be close to do this?”

“Well, | don’t know about that,” | admitted, “but it seems like he'd have to be close tordo
that.” | turned and pointed at the broken mirror.

Jason looked at my sire. “Antonio?”

“Perhaps our Lupine friends can find something,” he replied.

“I’'m going to check on Lena,” Brenda told me.

I was glad she’'d thought of it. “Please.”

“l think we have a hunting party,” Jason murmured.

Antonio followed Frasier and Brenda out of the room, leaving,mealone with Jason.
“If there’s this link thing, can we track him?” he asked.

“l don’t know, it's a mage ability.” There was just so much I didn’'t remember about being
a mage.

“What mages do—" he began, then said, “Cormac.”

I nodded. “He knows mages.”

Jason felt in his pocket for his phone, but it wasn’t there. “Where’s your phone?” he asked
quickly.

I pointed toward the dresser.“:Over there.”

He went and got it, then.dialed a mumber. We could hear another phone ringing down the
hall before Cormac answered’it.

“Hello?”

“You want to come up to‘Chris’ room, right away please?” Jason asked a little too nicely.
“Sure,” he replied, sounding calm as usual. “What’'s wrong?”

“Nothings”"Jason replied, “we just think you may have some fun.”

“Oh, God,” | murmured as he hung up. “Fun? You call this fun?” I demanded softly, looking
at the strip of fabric-on his neck. “Is that going to show over your tux?”

“I'Ihwear a turtleneck,” he told me, bending to give me a quick kiss.

Cormac'came slowly around the corner of the doorway, his gun drawn but held down by
his side. When he saw no immediate danger, he came in with Eliza right behind him. She had
a stake in her right hand, although it wasn't poised for the strike.

“What's wrong?” my Kindred brother demanded in a low voice.

“Do you remember our talk about dreamwalking?” I asked him softly. When he nodded, |
said, “l know you said he wouldn’'t have to be close for that, but how close would he have to
be to—"

“Why’'d you break the mirror?” he asked, looking over at it.
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“—break the mirror?” | finished at the same time, pointing at the broken glass.

“I'm going to get Graves and Daedelus down here,” Jason murmured, dialing the phone.
I grabbed it out of his hand. “Do not call all these people to my room,” | said sternly.
“You look cute,” he told me.

“Whatever.” His flattery would get him nowhere, not this time. “How would you like a cut
to match on the other side?”

“It's going to happen eventually anyway,” he said with a grin.

Cormac ignored us and walked over to the mirror. He placed his hand on the crack and a
second later his head spun to look at the doorway to the hall. “Apparently very close,” he
murmured, his voice low and dangerous.

“How close?” | demanded.
“Well, he’s not here anymore,” he assured me.

That wasn’'t good enough. “How close?” When he didn’'t answer me, | got/out-of the bed
and went to the vanity myself.

Cormac took a breath and exhaled softly on the glass just as | reached him. In the fog it
left behind, I could see a hand print right across the middle of the crack:

| stared at the mirror for a long moment before | put my hand«ditectly over the print on
the glass.

Cormac stood with his hand on the glass looking toward.the doorway.

There was a person shaped blur standing near the drésser with what seemed to be an arm
reaching out and touching the glass. The vision caught the mirror in the process of breaking.

I gasped and pulled my hand away, rubbing it @n‘the leg of my pajamas. “Can we assume
he gated out of here?” | asked softly.

“Yes,” Cormac agreed.

“So he could be anywhere.” God} this was-so frustrating.

“Yes, that would be a logical ‘assumption,” he agreed.

I looked up at him. “Dolyou knowsany kind of ward or anything to keep him out of the
holding?”

He shook his head. “Most wards-don’t encompass the entire object to be protected,” he

reminded me. “A barrier, like a doorstep, a window is warded. They cannot cross it physically.
He could gate in‘past it.”

Fuck. I,searched my mind for anything that would work, but I came up empty. “Any mage
thing that yeu know_ofthat could prevent him from coming in?” | asked desperately before |
remembered that'we did have a mage at the holding with us. “Where’s Robert? Maybe he
knows.*

“Perhaps,”™Cormac murmured.

I shivered at the knowledge that my greatest enemy had been in the very room I'd been
sleeping in. Ruthlessly | pushed the fear | felt away.

“l need to get dressed,” | said pointedly.

Cormac turned and ushered Eliza out of the room, closing the door behind them. Jason
stayed with me while I got dressed and we went to find Robert.

“Do you know any rituals that could be used on the house to prevent anyone from gating
in?” | asked as soon as we found him and told him what was going on.
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“I know something we could try,” he replied, “but we would need something of his.”

“l don’t suppose a picture would work,” I said, knowing the answer was no.

“Those are your pictures,” he reminded me. “It's not quite personal enough.”

“The knife was Lizzy’s,” | mumbled to myself. | just didn’t have anything that had belonged
to Malcolm.

“Something he’s touched lately?” Jason suggested.

“The mirror, upstairs,” | put in.

Robert shook his head. “It takes more than a touch, we’'d need something personal, like a
cross, or jewelry.”

Jason looked at me. “Should we check the floor to see if he dropped anything?”

I shrugged. “You can check, but I doubt you'll find anything.”

“I'll go check,” he told me.

Then a thought occurred to me and I laid a hand on his arm. “What about the coins that
you found in Lena’s room?” | asked Robert. “I think those were Malcolm’s.?

He nodded. “That might work, if it's the best thing we have.”

It was. “We could try. Who has the coins?” | asked Jason. “Cormac?”
“l passed him,” Robert told me. “He’s downstairs.”

“We'll find him,” I replied. “Damn it, where’s my phone?”

Jason handed it to me and I quickly called Cormac’s cell phone.
“Yes, Christina?” he drawled when he answered.

“Cormac, do you have those coins that Jason—"_It wasn’t Jason, damn it. | had to slow
down or I'd go insane. “That Robert found in Lena’s,room, that we took to Ramadan with us?”
I asked him carefully. “Do you have,those*coins?”

“I have one of them,” he said slowly.

“Could you bring it to us please?” | asked softly. “Robert’s going to do a... whatever it is
they do to try and keep Malcolm’out.”-Forthe life of me | couldn’t think of the word.

“A spell?” he asked, seunding amused.

“Yeah, that’s it.”

“Where are you?”

“I’'m on my way downstairs.” I was actually on the upper landing of the hall headed for the
stairs.

“Okay.” He hungfup when he came into the hall and | heard him mumbling something
about walkie-talkies.

“Yousknow, if*Antonio would let us teach the whole mind thing then we wouldn’t have to
do this;” 1+told Jason.

“You really have to show me that,” he agreed.

I smiled. “I'm not sure if you could without Tremere blood.” I held out my wrist to him in
what was quickly becoming a standing joke between us. The stern look he gave me made me
smile.

Jason smiled. “Well I couldn’t let my dear drain herself, so we must replenish her.” At that
he offered his wrist to me.

“Children,” Cormac drawled, reminding us of the situation. “Not at the Holding.”
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I laughed and took the coin from Cormac. “I don’t think so, I'm in enough trouble, thank
you,” | reminded Jason as | handed the coin to Robert. “Do you need anything else?”

“Time,” he said patiently.

There would never be enough time if Malcolm decided to come back now. “Blood of a
chicken?” | offered anxiously.

“No,” he replied seriously enough, “that’s a Verbena ritual.”

| tried to smile. “I knew there was something.”

“See?” Jason said quickly. “I told you.”

Robert went of to do the ritual while Jason and | returned to the gathering. After a while
the dream faded a bit from my memory, but my stomach never did stop hurting.

Toward midnight the other women and | began to set up the chairs and decorations-for the
ceremony. | noticed that Lucy stuck pretty close to Jason, Michael or me all night; and it
almost made me feel bad that I'd invited her.

I took the time to talk to Victoria a little. She lived in England, but had spent a little time in
Salem over the years. She had a ghoul that she had chosen not to bringrte the holding with
her, but from what she said | thought he would have fit right in.

Near dawn a tired looking Robert came back downstairs. He taok me aside and told me
that he’d done the ritual I'd asked for, but there was no way to.tellif he had actually
succeeded unless Malcolm showed up. Of course that didn’t settle my mind too well, but there
was nothing | could do about it. I just had to put my faith%n'my brother’s abilities and hope
everything turned out all right.
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VOWS

You were meant to be together

Like a fog around a mountain, forever and ever
Luffaby - Concrete Bfonde

“Some friends,” | mumbled to myself. The sounds from the club behind me were barely
audible as | walked away from it. “I'm gonna kill ‘em when I get my hands on those two.”

1 had been out with some of my friends and roommates from college, but when their
boyfriends had shown up, theyd taken off, leaving me alone.

Across the street | could see five guys standing around their motorcycles. One of them
noticed me looking at them and pointed me out to his friends. They all turned and immediately
Started in whistling and catcalling. | did my best to ignore them and kept walking down the
Street away from them.

1 had let Gena dress me, and she had chosen some rather questionable clothes. ‘All the
better to help you get a man,’ | could still hear her saying. | was pretty sure that the
dangerous looking bikers were not the kind of man she had meant.

Behind me I could hear them start after me, still calling out. | knew-{ was severely
outnumbered and | walked faster, trying to hide my fear. They started running after me and
as | felt them get closer | decided that the only option | had was,to make a stand. They
thought they were just chasing down a helpless college chick,“they had no idea | was mage.

1 turned and used my powers to push the closest one back. | must have had more
adrenaline going than 1'd thought because he went sailing almost back to where the bikes
were parked. That stopped the others short, all but the big Hispanic one.

Jesus, his eyes were glowing red! He'stepped. in front of the others, a smile playing on his
lips. He started laughing, a deep rcunbling lavgh, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood
on end at the sound. The laugh slawly died.dewn to a low snarl before it faded.

“Looks like we got a live one), boys, ! he growled in a thick Mexican accent. As he stepped
into the light his eyes stopped-glowing and turned a dark shade of gray.

“I'll never let you teuchnmne, you—~"

1 was going to say asshole(butithen he smiled and | got a good look at his teeth. His
canines were a lotlonger than.they were supposed to be, and sharp. He raised his hand and
as | watched claws. grew-frem his fingertps.

1'd seenenough; Lturned and ran.

“Get herl”| heard-that... thing say, and | could tell that the others were running after me.
Somehow, 1 was actually managing to outrun them. I turned into a construction yard and saw
a chainink fence on the other side with a large hole in it. When | was almost to the fence, /
glanced back-to see how close my pursuers were.

Whenl. saw that they were closing on me, I turned back to make my way through the
fence only to run into someone standing in the opening. I landed hard on my back and looked
up to see a tall black man standing over me.

He was wearing gray slacks with a dark brown leather jacket zjpped all the way up to his
chin. His head was shaved and he was wearing black sunglasses that hid his eyes, but my
gaze was drawn to his mouth. He was smiling wide, and | could see that he had fangs too. He
was looking at the guys who had been chasing me and | heard them come to a stop just
beyond me when the black man hissed at them.
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“Don’t worry, muchacha,” | heard a deep voice say from somewhere above me. “We can
help.”

1 looked up and saw another man standing on a steel girder high off the ground. He was
wearing black leather pants and a gray leather jacket. His hair was cut short and there was a
pencil thin mustache above his lips. As | watched, he took a step off of the girder and floated
lightly to the ground. He landed effortlessly next to me on his feet before turning to me.

“I am Zach DelaRocha,” he said with a small bow. He held his arm out toward the black
man who had yet to move. “This is my comrade, Archie.”

At the mention of his name, Archie hissed again and takes a step toward the three men
and the monster that were still standing behind me.

zach turned his attention to them as well. “And this dog is Russell, and his puppies.”.

“Fuck you, warlock!” Russell yelled at Zach.

“Not tonight, Russ,” a new voice put in. “Me and you got business to finish fitst.”

Everybody turned to look at the newcomer. He was about five foot ninesneches, with
flowing brown hair, dressed in jeans and open shirt with an old black leather jacket over top of
it all.

“Back off, Luke,” Russell barked. “This toy is mine.”

“There will be another time,” Luke told him. “You owe me right now. Zach, take your party
and go, this is going to get messy.” At the last, he bared fangs.of his own and started
advancing on Russell.

I woke as the sun went down, knowing immediately that the dream had in fact been a
memory. At first | was angry that Luke had never-mentioned the incident to me, but then I
realized that at the time he’d been a little preecetipied with Russell and probably hadn’t even
see me.

I didn't remember seeing anynof-the‘Kindred before that night, but I couldn’t remember if
I'd spent any more time with\.them afterwards. Zach had been Tremere, which was clear both
from the ‘warlock’ comment Russell{had made and the fact that he’d used Movement of the
Mind, an almost exclusively*Tremere ability, to float down from the girder he’d been standing
on.

Had meeting*Zaeh somehow led to my embrace? | hoped that was the case. | hoped that
Malcolm hadn’t-engineered, my embrace the way he’d arranged Jason’s. | liked my life, but if I
found out that ‘it had-been forced upon me, | didn’t know how | would feel.

This.dream had happened years later than the others, but somehow I knew that | hadn’t
been that\serious about a boyfriend since Marcus had died. Oh, I'd dated, but there hadn’t
been.anyone-that important to me. | wondered if Malcolm had still been killing my friends off.

I made.myself stop thinking about Malcolm when Nina, Lena and Brenda knocked on the
door and we began the process of getting ready for the wedding. Lucy came by a little while
later and we had fun together, really. We talked a lot of girl talk and did each other’s hair and
make up. The long mauve dresses fit everyone perfectly, amazingly enough, and they all
looked beautiful.

Frasier lurked outside the bedroom door and Nina kept sending him off on errands just to
get him out of our hair. Jason tried to get by the girls once, but Lena gave him a talking to
that sent him back downstairs with his ears burning.
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Finally Antonio came to tell us it was time to go down. All the groomsmen were waiting in
their elegant tuxedos for us to come out, and Lucy led the way toward the stairs in her dainty
white gown. The men offered their arms for the women and we walked quietly downstairs to
the hall.

Of course Lucy went first, scattering rose petals where the rest of us were to walk. Lena
and Mikael went next, and | found it very hard to believe she’d had a baby just a little more
than a month ago.

Even Daedelus looked handsome with Nina on his arm, and she didn't seem to mind having
been paired with a Nosferatu. Brenda and Graves followed them leaving Antonio and | alone
for a moment.

“Be happy, my childe,” he told me softly as he bent to kiss my cheek.

“I will, sire,” I replied with a smile.

The music cued for our entrance and Antonio led me into the garden. Jasonwas standing
near Stephen looking very handsome. We joined them and Antonio placed my.hand in that of
my soon to be husband before he stepped back and sat down.

Stephen looked quite seriously between the two of us and spoke a-few/words about love
and devotion. When he asked if anyone had any objection to the wedding, | held my breath,
half thinking that Malcolm would do something to stop it. When novone said a word, he looked
at Jason.

“Wilt thou take Christina Joanne Strong, here present, for,_thy lawful wife?” he asked
gravely. “To have and to hold for richer and for poorer, forbetter and for worse, in injury and
in health, as long as you both exist?”

“1 will,” Jason replied firmly.

Stephen turned to me. “Wilt thourtakevJason Kline, here present, for thy lawful husband?
To have and to hold for richer and forpoorer; for better and for worse, in injury and in health,
as long as you both exist?”

“I will,” 1 told him, looking into Jason’syeyes.

“The rings please,” Stephen said to.Graves. The monk held them in his hands and spoke a
brief blessing over them.

He had us repeat these words over the rings; “I believe in God, the father almighty, creator
of heaven and earth, 1,believesin the Holy Spirit and the communion of Saints, the forgiveness
of sins, the resurrection of\the body, and life everlasting. With this ring, | thee wed.”

Stephen put-his hand over ours. “By the power vested in me by the almighty,” he said
solemnly, “Ijoin you. i Holy Matrimony. Let no one come between you for all eternity. /n
nomine patris, etifi, et spiritu sanctu. Amen.”

He smiled-at Jason. “You may kiss the bride.”

Jason-looked seriously down into my eyes and leaned close for a brief kiss. There was a
promise in+his eyes that there would be more later, much more. If | were human | would have
blushed.

The night before we had set up tables in the garden for dinner, mindful of the fact that we
did have those among us that required food. Everyone sat down and Lena made sure that
everyone had enough to eat, including the Kindred who preferred blood to the meal made by
the villagers.
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After everyone who wanted to had eaten, Graves brought out several bottles of
champagne. Rafe and Frasier went among the crowd and filled wineglasses for the toast.

Graves stood. “Perhaps not all of you know this, but Jason and Christina’s relationship had
a rather unique beginning. Two years ago the hotel she was staying in caught fire and Jason
went in to save her. She didn’t trust him at first, as we all know Christina doesn’t give her trust
easily.”

Many people chuckled at that one and | had to admit he was right. For instance, | still
didn’t trust Graves.

“Jason and Christina have not had an easy relationship,” he continued. “There have been
obstacles and separations, but they have worked through their differences. The fact that they
are together in spite of the problems that they've had is how I know that their love will endure
the test of time.”

He turned to look at Jason and I, gesturing for us to stand. “For years | have-considered
Jason to be the son I never had. This marriage gives me a daughter as well AAW/elcome to the
family, Christina.”

I smiled and thanked him, feeling more than a little guilty that | couldn’t bring myself to
trust him. He knew it too, I could see it in his eyes as he leaned past Jason to kiss my cheek.

Graves and | sat down, but Jason remained standing. He looked around at the gathering of
our friends and smiled.

“If you don’t mind, | have a few things to say to everyone,™ he told them. “First of all I'd
like to say that Christina and | welcome you here and we're ‘glad that you could join us.

“Almost everyone here knows | was and still try to think of myself as a priest of the Temple
of Light. What most of you don’t know is that at the time and some time after, | was being
trained by some of the best to becomela“hunter?

I was surprised he was telling everyone thiswIn fact, his little speech was a total surprise to
me.

“It was only after Graves (saved me and made me his ghoul that I realized not all Kindred
were evil,” he continued, . smiling down at his friend. “In fact, I now believe that it was my
human side that carried. more of the beast. But it was also at that time that | started losing
touch with God.”

“Some time passed and | met the woman who is now my wife, Christina. But a human and
a vampire? Then.came my. downfall: Russia. | was taken for reasons that are still not fully
known to me.”

I looked.down,feeling the burden of guilt on my soul. It was my fault Jason had been
embraced. | gavévmyself a mental shake and told myself not to think of Malcolm tonight as
Jason went on.

“It was in~that time | was killed and reborn, taken further from the light into the world of
darkness.“After | was rescued, | went into hiding. At the time | thought | was doing it to hide
and protect my friends, then | realized that the only one | was hiding from was myself.”

He looked over at Lena and the baby. “About that time | got a call that changed my
thoughts, an old friend was in trouble. Well, I'd had enough of feeling sorry for myself and |
thought ‘I have to help my friend, find Chris to see if she can forgive me’. And by the grace of
God when we got to the place we were staying, there she was, standing in the archway with
the look we all know, the ‘I know and | know you know that | know’ look on her face.”
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That comment brought a few chuckles from the group. I looked at Cormac and Nina,
remembering when Jason had come into the holding looking like Graves, but | had seen only
the man | loved.

“Well, to make a long story short,” Jason said, “we beat the bad buy and saved the girl and
her newborn son, and got them back safely. After a drink or so | excused myself and said |
would be back, I had to go take care of something.”

I frowned. | didn’'t remember him excusing himself, but then I'd been busy at the time
watching Stephen heal Shannon and Lena.

“l headed for the chapel and there before God | asked for his forgiveness for what | had
become,” he told us. “At that point, still not knowing his plans for me, all I can recall is a
blinding force of light hitting me and a pain that could match no other, or so I thought.

“Then | heard the Voice of God telling me he that while he could not restore my-human
body, he could transform me into what you see before you today, but | would he“removed
from his sight forever. The thought of being removed from the Lord’s eyes hurt'more than the
pain of my rebirth.”

He looked down at me with love in his eyes. “When | awoke | returned’to the party only to
find that my love was gone, leaving only a note behind. It was then and’only then that I
understood the true meaning of pain. It wasn't my rebirth, it wasnt ‘being torn from God’s
eyes. It was a broken heart, the greatest pain of all. I told myself*l lost her once and | can't
do it again’. | had to get her back in my life because she’d ‘never left my heart.”

Seeing the love on his face and hearing the echo of his,pain made me ashamed that I'd
doubted him. Still, I couldn’t regret leaving the way | had: If things had been different, I
would have always wondered if I meant as much tg"him as Graves did. Knowing how much
more | meant made me start to cry.

“As | look at her this night I now understand what Russia was all about and why | was
embraced into the Kindred life,” myshusbandutold our friends. “I think we all know John 3:16,
‘For God so loved the world that,he gaveshis only begotten son, that whosoever believeth in
him shall not perish, but shalkhave everlasting life.” I understand now that it was a test for me
and Chris, a test of faith ‘and-ove,.l\am Kindred, therefore | shall not perish. And with Chris by
my side | will have everlasting love.”

He turned to me.and took.my hand, pulling me to my feet beside him. “I now understand
my place in this,world. It is to stand by your side and love you better than anyone else can.
Christina Joanne Kline, Klove you with all my heart, with all my soul, with all my being.”

Those simple words,made me cry in earnest as he kissed me gently. He pulled me into his
arms and_ | held ento him, more grateful to God in that moment than | had ever been in my
life.

Page 52 of 61 © 1999-2004 Cathy McQuillin Christina: Vows



GIFTS

Trapped in between heauen and helf

He knows alf the secrets and don't want to teff
The Beast - Concrete Bfonde

Not long after the toast, everyone began to mingle. This was the third night at the holding
for most of the guests, and they knew each other well enough by now for there to be no
awkward silences.

I spent a good half-hour talking about Thaumaturgy with Victoria and Cormac before Jason
came over to lead me away.

“No business tonight,” he reminded me with a smile.

It wasn’t too long after that I noticed something strange. Stephen and Mikael were moving
quickly toward the baby, and they were both in Glabro form, the one that is larger.than
human, but not quite as frightening as Crinos.

“Hey, what's going on?” | asked Stephen as he passed close to us.

“What?” he murmured, obviously distracted.

“What's going on?” Jason demanded.

“Something.” He paused to sniff the air, then added. “Something bad is approaching.”

“Could you be a little more vague?” | asked tersely. If something bad was coming, we
needed to know what it was so we could fight it.

“From where?” Jason questioned.

“It's coming from outside the holding,” Stephentold him. “I believe it's an unseelie.”

I knew the unseelie were mischievous fairies/which was bad. |1 had no idea why one would
be coming this way, but it didn’t reallysmatteriI*turned away from the gathering and pulled up
the hem of my dress to reach the.Glock 17.l\had strapped to my thigh. When | straightened,
Jason was grinning at me.

Everyone had gathered nearlena-and Christopher except Brenda and Antonio, who were
off near the house talking: keha was _handling herself okay, but I could tell she was worried
about what was going on:

I looked at the werewolves ‘and attempted to lighten the mood. “Hey, aren’t you supposed
to wait to shift in*front’ of the baby until it's a little bit older?” They ignored me.

Everyone else had at\least one gun pulled, except Eliza who was holding a large knife in
one hand andja wooden stake in the other. No one was surprised when the werewolves
shifted-to Crinos.

“Obviously something is bothering you?” Jason asked softly.

“Satyr,” Steven growled, very much prepared to fight.

“Chrisy where’s your brother?” my new husband asked me. When | pointed in his direction,
Jason said to him, “Do you know what’s going on?”

Robert looked at him oddly. “There’s a satyr coming.”

“Other than that,” Jason replied impatiently. “Can you do something with dead chickens or
something?”

My brother shook his head and turned toward the woods. Everyone turned to see the satyr
standing there, holding a package wrapped in silver paper and tied with a red ribbon. He stood
nearly as tall as the werewolves, and his skin was blue.
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“How do you kill a Satyr?” I whispered softly.

Jason looked down at my wedding gown. “You have something on underneath that, don't
you?” He asked, concerned. “You don’'t want to dirty your dress.”

I shot him an amused glance. “You'll find out later,” | told him softly. “Let me see your
jacket, we wouldn’t want to get blood on the wedding dress.”

He handed me his jacket as the satyr held up the box toward us. When Jason would have
walked toward him, | grabbed his arm and pulled him back.

“Oh, no,” | said firmly. “Let someone else get it.” | wasn’t about to let my husband get
killed on our wedding night.

“Graves?” he asked, looking at the Gangrel.

Graves nodded and walked toward the fairy, followed closely by Estrea. He took.the-box
from the satyr and they both returned to us. Graves held the box out to us.

“There was a message with it,” he said softly. “It's from his master.”

Jason glanced around. “Cormac? Come here quick!”

| raised an eyebrow at him. “If you're thinking Spirit's Touch, | can do/it,” | told him.
“So can he,” Jason pointed out.

I looked down at the box and saw that written across a small eard on top was ‘Tina and
Jason.” “Jesus fucking Christ,” | muttered under my breath.

“I heard that,” Jason warned.
I ignored him and concentrated on the box.
Graves took the box from the satyr’s hands.

The satyr took the box from someone else, probably male, with weathered and raggedy
clothing.

“You want to help out with this?? Jason asked Cormac. When | looked up at him, he
added, “I'm not saying you can’t de‘it, dear; but two heads are always better than one and |
can't do it.”

“You doubt me?” | asked him tensely.

“Of course not,” hesdenied quickly.

Cormac looked down at me./“Did you?”

“Yeah,” | toldshim. ¥l only saw an arm handing it to the satyr.”

Cormac reached out@nd touched the box for a moment, his eyes closed in concentration.
“I see nothing,more than you have,” he said when he pulled his hand away.

From_the“Corner-ef my eye | saw Stephen shift back to Glabro and start walking toward the
satyr.

“Do_we want to open the box?” | asked Jason.
“I'm fot-sure,” he murmured, looking at it.
“Antonio?” | looked around, but I didn’'t see him. “Where’s Antonio?”

Jason glanced back toward the house. “I thought he was back with Brenda doing
something.”

I looked at my brother. “Robert, do you sense anything with this box that tells you we
shouldn’t open it?”

“Could there be a block spell on it?” Jason added.
Robert looked at the box, but shook his head. “I don’t see anything.”
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“Obviously there’s not a ward against Kindred,” | murmured.

“Shall we do it together?” Jason suggested. “That way if anything happens it happens to
both of us.”

Like I could live with myself if anything happened to Jason. “Why don’t | do this myself? |
don’t want anything to happen to you.”

He looked at me sternly. “We’re not going to go through this a thousand times, okay? We'll
get nothing done.”

“Right,” I agreed. “I'll just do it myself.”

“Yeah, right.”

I could see he was never going to go for that. “Together then.” | took one end of the
ribbon while he took the other. Together, we pulled the bow apart.

Jason examined the ribbon carefully before letting it fall away to the ground. He .reached
for one seam of the wrapping paper and | grabbed another. Very carefully we-peefed back the
paper to reveal a box with a lid. We lifted the lid away from us and | handed it.to Robert. The
inside was covered in red satin.

“It's probably not a toaster oven,” | said softly.

Jason took out his gun and poked at the satin, but it just sank.into the box. He tried to
catch a corner of the fabric on the barrel of the gun, but it was.teo slippery. | reached out and
lifted the fabric back. Together we leaned forward and looked, into the box. Neither of us liked
what we saw.

Lying nestled on the red satin was a severed left hand. On the ring finger was a man'’s
wedding ring identical to the one I'd put on Jason’s finger only hours ago. The hand was not
fresh, it was withered and dried like it had been stored for years before Malcolm had decided
to give it to us.

“I'm getting this really strange’sense of deja*vu,” | muttered angrily while Jason rubbed his
wrist.

Brenda’s voice rang out through the'courtyard. “Christina!”

“Yeah?” | called back

“Are you all right?”

Was 1? “So far,”-l told her, “And you?” When she didn’'t answer, | turned to see her
arguing with Antonio at the door of the house. “What’s going on?”

“Just a minute,” she tald me.

“l don’t think we should accept this,” Jason said softly. “I think we should box it back up
and have, it returned.”

Hewwas probably right. Malcolm was just trying to mess with our heads and he was doing a
mighty-fine_job of it. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to try a Spirit's Touch on the hand before we gave it
back to him:

I reached slowly into the box to touch the hand. The instant I did so, a vision of the Crone
hit me square between the eyes. His stringy hair, his withered skin, the ‘X’ carved in the center
of his forehead.

I gasped and dropped the box as | was thrown backward. | landed on my butt on the
lawn, and the hand tumbled out of the box to land at my feet.

“Is everyone all right?” Stephen called from his position by the satyr.

After giving me a thorough look, Cormac answered him. “I think so.”
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I shook my head to try and clear it of the vision, but it kept coming back. Vaguely | knew
that Jason and Frasier had knelt beside me, but | couldn’t get Malcolm out of my mind.

“Christina?” Brenda called to me.

“I'm all right,” I told them all, fighting the headache that Malcolm had left me with.

“What did you see?” Jason asked.

| looked at him irritably. “What do you think | saw?”

“Something ugly,” he replied.

“With long stringy hair,” | agreed. “And it wasn’t Graves.” | sat there for a moment looking
at the hand that still lay on the ground at my feet.
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THE GARDEN

And a shadow fike a sadness
Falfing aff across the garden
Darkening of the Light - Concrete Bfonde
How do you like your gift? 1 heard a voice ask in my head. It was Malcolm.
/ don’t, | told him strongly.
Jason went over to the hand and picked it up. He put it in the box and glanced around.
“Which one of you spooky-boo guys needed something of the Crone’s?”

But why, Tina? He sounded hurt, as if he really cared that | didn’t like his present. Then'|
realized that he was quite close, | looked around and saw him standing against the garden
wall among the vines that covered it. He looked more like the Malcolm | remembered than
Lord Chaos.

| stared at him, amazed that he would not only come this close, but that‘he would show
himself to me. Wasn't he the least bit afraid of a holding full of vampires.and werewolves?
Why are you doing this, Malcolm? | demanded. Haven't I paid enough?

“Chris, what's the matter?” Jason asked.

1 am trying to make amends, Malcolm told me.

Sure he was. /s the dreamwalking the other night your way.of making amends?

“Chris?”

Think of it as your final test. He replied.

What, | asked sarcastically, you finally got your share of blood?

Can’t you tell? His voice sounded amused, like he knew something I didn’t.

I looked for his aura, searching«for'a‘reason_he would be so confident that we couldn’t hurt
him. There were sparkles around hinras | expected there to be, but to my surprise his aura
was lighter than it should have*heen. Was he Kindred or just ghouled?

Who'd you kill this timez-lndemanded-as | carefully came to my feet and started walking
toward him.

No one you knew, Malcolm told:me.

“Chris,” Jason prempted beside me. When | didn’t answer, he called my name again.

So what, it's‘over?1 asked roughly, trying hard not to lose my temper or start crying. A
final seeking ana’l've fimshed paying for something | never did? How many of my friends did
you kill because we eouldn’t save Lizzy?

It /s far from ‘ever, dear Tina, he said gruffly. /t isn’t because we couldn’t save Lizzy, but
that we.had fo try. The voice in my head got hard and he sounded more like Lord Chaos than
I'd ever-heard.him sound. Because of you.

I refused to accept the guilt for something I'd had no control over. | wasn’t the monster
here. / didn’t kill her! |1 screamed at him from my mind. You killed Marcus! | turned to reach
for a gun from Jason’s figure eight.

He would have died from what your father did to him, he snapped at me. | felt him sigh
and the anger emanating from him as I pulled the gun clear and he said, / ended his pain.

“What!?” | exclaimed aloud. I turned to look back at Malcolm but he was gone. | bit back a
curse and looked around for my brother. “Where’s Robert?”
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Jason put his hand on my arm and | realized that I'd been swinging the gun recklessly. He
took the gun from my hand but didn’t put it away just yet.

“How closely did you follow what happened in Helena after you died?” | asked Robert who
was nearby.

“Not very closely for quite some years,” he told me. “I couldn’t exactly pop back.”

I shook my head and looked at Jason. “We need to go to Sacramento.” If Papa really had
killed Lizzy and done something to Marcus, | needed to know. Vengeance had a place, as long
as it was directed at the right person.

“Sacramento,” he repeated, confused. “What do we need to go back there for?”
“To visit the old man,” I told him, my voice hard. “Papa.”
“You know, he didn’t like me last time | met him,” Jason reminded me.

“He’s not going to like me much this time,” I said firmly. If my memories were right, Papa
was a dead man.

“I think last time he half didn’t like you.”
You killed my love, 1 heard Malcolm whisper in my mind. / killed yours.

A shiver ran down my spine and | shook my head to try and get Malcolm out of it. | put a
hand on my forehead and concentrated hard to drive him out. I had,no way of knowing if |
succeeded.

“Is something the matter?” Jason asked, seeing my movement. “You got bugs?”

“Yeah, | got a big bug,” | told him harshly, “and he’s either ghouled or Kindred now. | wish
he’'d stay the fuck out of my head.” I turned to my brather. “Robert, did you feel him come
into the area?”

He looked a little confused. “I had the ward an‘the house.”

That figured. “And we're in the garden.”

“Isn’t that where you wanted it?* he asked-

“Can’t you put some wards on'some’earrings or something?” Jason demanded.

I shook my head. “Well{1 don't think he’ll be back tonight.” I rubbed my stomach that still
felt sore from where Brenda had shot it in my dream. “Let’s go back inside the house,” |
suggested still looking at\where my. ex-mentor had been standing. At least inside we’d know if
Malcolm tried to.come after us,

“What did you see?” dason asked.

“Malcolnr,” €_told him as the others started for the house. “Standing over there in the
garden.”

“Where?” he demanded.

“Right there,” | said, pointing to the spot, “in among those vines.”

“Nowsif.you think about it, did you physically see him,” he asked, “or just a projection of
him?”

“Does it matter?” He'd still invaded my mind.

“Yes,” Jason replied, “because if it's a projection of him, he may not be there, he might be
doing a spirit walk thing. If it was him, he could be invisible and still be here.”

“I don’t know if he was here,” | said in a low voice. “Tell Cormac to go over and feel the
damn wall.”

“But | have faith in you,” he told me with a smile.
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I rolled my eyes. “I don’t have patience for this tonight,” | told him. Then | took a deep
breath and gave him a too sweet smile. “Fine.”

“You're closer to him than anyone else here,” he reminded me as he followed me over to
the wall.

I shot him a dry look, then laid my hand on the wall. Once again my head was filled with
visions of Lord Chaos’ horrible face and | found myself flying backward. Jason tried to catch
me, but ended up on the ground with me on top of him.

Michael walked over and stood looking down at us, his arms crossed and a smug look on
his face.

“Don’t say it,” I warned him irritably.

“Go away,” Jason added.

Michael just shook his head and walked away.

“Are they always like this?” | heard Eliza ask softly.

“Yes,” Cormac replied. He smiled and took her hand to lead her inside.

I rolled off of Jason and stood up, careful not to step on the dress. I(held my hand out for
him and helped him to his feet. “Let’s go back in the house,” I told him,}‘you know, away from
the Crone.”

“That’'s a good idea,” he agreed.

“And | need to find other things to think about besides death”and killing my father,” |
added.

He looked down at me in surprise. “Excuse me?”

I shook my head. “I'll explain later. Right now let's just get inside.”

As much as | tried to relax, | found.t\almost impossible. | kept expecting Malcolm to show
up or start talking in my head again."\Lucy and*Michael were scheduled to leave near dawn,
and | made sure that Jason and lsspent some.time with them before the night was over.
Eventually I was able to calmdewn enough-to enjoy being with my family and friends, but I
never relaxed my guard.
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HAPPILY EVER AFTER

Hours of foreuer, coming alf together
At the crossroads of a minute

And you and I were in it
Days and Days - Concrete Bfonde

Jason and | retired to our room around three o’clock after some good-natured teasing from
our friends. Lena had thoughtfully turned back the covers and left candles and fresh flowers in
the room for us.

My husband walked around the room lighting candles as | undressed and climbed into bed.
When he joined me, we had the wedding night I'd always dreamed of having.

I guess | shouldn’t have been surprised that it was the first time for Jason, after-all'he had
been a priest before his embrace. Together we reached heights I'd never dreamed of before.
We fell asleep wrapped in each other’'s arms and | didn’t once worry about Malcelm.

The next evening, most of us gathered in a particularly peaceful section,of the garden for
Christopher’s christening. Stephen had prepared an ornate bowl! with hely water inside, and he
stood next to it wearing all white with a yellow ceremonial scarf.

He spoke to Jason and me for a few moments before the ceremony. “I want you to know
that I will ask a question of the baby and it is your duty as godparents to answer for the
baby,” he told us, “as he is not able to answer for himself.”

I hid a smile. “It would be really creepy if it did.”

When the ceremony began, Lena gave the baby to"Jason. | stood with him at the font and
watched while Stephen touched Christopher’s forehead with the holy water.

“Do you renounce the serpent?” hevasked the.baby as Christopher began to cry.

Jason and | answered as one. “Yes.”

“Therefore do not let sin reign in yoursmortal body,” Stephen advised, “so that you may as
blessed present yourself to the almighty. and your limbs as weapons of justice, for sins shall
not hold dominion over you, since you.are not under the law of unrigors.

“Glory be to the almighty Father; Son and Holy Spirit. I baptize thee in the name of the
almighty Father, Sontand Holy‘Spirit.” He looked out over those who had gathered. “I
commend this childhChristopher into the capable and loving hands of his parents, for there is
no good tree that bears bad- fruit, nor is there a bad tree that bears good fruit. Every tree is an
unbiased fruit, for from thorns men do not gather figs.

“A goodwman brings forth from the center of his heart that which is good, for it is out of the
abundance of the“heart is devotion loaded. Glory be to the almighty Father, Son and Holy
Spirit. As it was in the beginning, so shall it be ever, and the world without end, amen.”

Jason.took‘the baby back to Lena, who was trying to smile through her tears. He kissed
the baby on the cheek and grinned at her. “I was kind of waiting for him to say Father, Son,
Holy Spirit and Gaia,” he quipped, making her laugh.

Once again Lena had refreshments available for us, and we all went in for dinner. Jason
and | spent one last night with our friends before we left near dawn, with Frasier driving the
cart. A few days later we were in the Caymans, having the vacation that Jason had once
promised me what felt like a lifetime ago.
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Everything was beautiful in the islands, the weather was warm and the water was cool.
The moon shone down on us illuminating our paradise. We walked and talked and swam while
Frasier kept watch for us.

I'd never been so happy. In my bliss, it was easy for me to finally believe in the God that
Jason had once had so much faith in. Hadn’t He blessed us? Hadn’t He smiled on our union?
Every night | thanked Him for his benevolence to us.

I knew that as sure as the sun would rise, Jason and | would be together forever, always
happy, always in love.
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