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  Praise for THE SHADOW SAGA




  ‘Christopher Golden has reinvented the vampire myth into non-stop action, suspense, and fascinating dark fantasy. [He’s] an imaginative and prodigious talent who

  never lets genre boundaries hold him back’




  Douglas Clegg, author of the Vampirycon series




  ‘Filled with tension, breathtaking action . . . and a convincing depiction of worlds existing unseen within our own’ Science Fiction Chronicle




  ‘Harrowing, humorous, overflowing with characters and plot contortions, abundantly entertaining . . . a portent of great things to come’
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  ‘Golden combines quiet, dark, subtle mood with Super-Giant monster action. Sort of M.R. James meets Godzilla!’




  Mike Mignola, creator of Hellboy




  ‘A breathtaking story that succeeds in marrying gore and romance, sex and sentiment. A brilliant epic’
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  ‘The most refreshing books in the vampire genre since Anne Rice wrote Interviw with a Vampire, [Golden’s novels] are completely in a class by

  themselves’




  Pathway to Darkness




  ‘Passionate . . . excellent . . . and a surprise explanation for vampires. Brilliant’




  LitNews Online




  ‘Wildly entertaining . . . like mixing Laurell K. Hamilton with the dark ambivalence of an H. P. Lovecraft story. The pacing is always pedal-to-the-floor, the main

  characters are larger than life and the demons and other assorted monstrosities give Lovecraft’s Cthulu mythos a run for their money’




  Barnes & Noble Online
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  For my son, Nicholas James Cody Golden.




  I now have a measure by which to judge myself:




  his eyes.




  Nothing will ever mean so much.
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      “The world is full of other things. Some are friendly, some aren’t”




      —JONATHAN CARROLL, Outside the Dog Museum




      “While the camp fire held out to burn, the vilest sinner might return.”




      —WILLIAM F. CODY, The Life of Buffalo Bill


    


  








  

     

  




  Prologue




  The cruel war was over—oh, the triumph was so sweet!




  

    

      We watched the troops returning, through our tears;


    


  




  There was triumph, triumph, triumph down the scarlet glittering street,




  

    

      And you scarce could hear the music for the cheers.


    


  




  And you scarce could see the house-tops for the flags that flew between;




  

    

      The bells were pealing madly to the sky;


    


  




  And everyone was shouting for the soldiers of the Queen,




  

    

      And the glory of an age was passing by.


    


  




  And then there came a shadow, swift and sudden, dark and drear;




  

    

      The bells were silent, not an echo stirred.


    


  




  The flags were drooping sullenly, the men forgot to cheer;




  

    

      We waited, and we never spoke a word.


    


  




  The sky grew darker, darker, till from out the gloomy rack




  

    

      There came a voice that checked the heart with dread:


    


  




  “Tear down, tear down your bunting now, and hang up sable black;




  

    

      They are coming—it’s the Army of the Dead.”


    


  




  —ROBERT SERVICE, “The March of the Dead”




  Humanity is jaded, that is true. At the dawn of the twenty-first century, the capacity of human society to accept the extraordinary, the incredible, the fantastic, has

  reached almost infinite proportions. Less than five years ago, aided by a nearly omniscient media, the world discovered the existence of the Defiant Ones, known in the western lexicon as

  vampires.




  Of course, humanity’s initial reaction was fear, and rightly so in many cases. But one of the Defiant Ones is a master showman, a legend named Will Cody, known to millions around the

  world as Buffalo Bill. Cody’s natural rapport with the media, and the CNN news reports and video footage clearly showing the vampires as victims in the terrible conflict that destroyed the

  city of Venice, turned things around. Though these beings continue to refer to themselves as vampires, Cody has engendered within the world press the use of the term “shadow.” Once used

  by the Church to describe all supernatural beings, the word is now the politically correct referent for a vampire.




  A United Nations probe guided by myself and the de facto leader of the shadows, Meaghan Gallagher, exposed to the public eye an ancient Roman Catholic conspiracy to destroy the shadows, as

  well as Catholic control of other supernatural elements through the use, incredibly, of magic. Rome, of course, denied all charges, putting the blame on international terrorists and a small sect

  within the church. But that was mere fantasy. In the wake of the Pope’s murder and the Venice Jihad, human governments and religions had no choice but to ignore Vatican claims. The UN ordered

  its own investigation.




  Vatican City shut its doors. Threats of force were empty, and Rome knew that. Regardless of what might have been suspected, the Roman Catholic Church was a monolithic figure, against which

  any open aggression would have been reviled the world over. Military solutions were, of course, ruled out.




  Still, the damage was done. The first to splinter, to nobody’s surprise, was the United States. Declaring themselves the American Christian Church, the formerly Catholic U.S. clergy

  avoided the use of the word “Catholic” altogether. Around the world, diplomatic ties were cut, Vatican ambassadors sent home. In time, Vatican City became an island unto itself,

  impregnable yet alone. By the time the smoke rose declaring a new Pope, few noticed. The church will have to build itself anew, drag itself kicking and screaming into the twenty-first century, or

  die an excommunicant dinosaur.




  Religions that worshipped the shadows themselves sprang up around the world, many quite naturally based on blood rituals, many rising from the ashes of the worldwide network of volunteers who

  had given their lives for centuries in a fanatical worship of some of the darkest elements of vampiric society.




  It was a PR nightmare.




  Alexandra Nueva, one of the heroes of Venice, testified in Congress and before international governments, spearheading efforts to create a justice system to control errant shadows. Today, all

  shadows must obey the laws of the countries in which they declare primary residence. Many of them are excessively wealthy, but those that are not must make a living, and all must pay taxes and take

  responsibility for their actions.




  What little analysis has been allowed by the shadows has shown that some of them are nearly indestructible, making it very difficult, and often nearly impossible, for human authorities to

  apprehend a shadow alone. Though loyalty to one another had prevented such things in the past, the necessity of living in the sunlit world of humanity requires that the law be enforced upon shadows

  by their own kind. The force charged with this mission is, of course, the Shadow Justice System. In the days before Venice, when the checks and balances of myth still held sway, a simple stake

  through the heart may have done the trick. Today, the more time that passes, the more invulnerable the vampires become, the more truth there is in the word “immortal.”




  Murder is not tolerated under any human legal system, but many shadows once survived through the murder of human beings. Fortunately that is no longer a necessity. As news of the shadows

  spreads, and more information becomes available about the effects of their bite, there seems to be no end to the number of new volunteers, new donors. Many seek the “gift” of death

  under the fang, to become shadows themselves, but apparently very few have received it. Of course, certain shadows were determined to live as they had in ages past, but in the new century, with

  satellite tracking and instant media, these rebels, criminals now, cannot avoid justice.




  Those were the developments of the first year after Venice, and it is easy to see how much they have affected us already. In the four years since, shadow culture has adapted to its new

  strictures, woven itself into the fabric of human society, and moved from front-page news to the Lifestyles section. As they used to say, back when I was a very young man, they’re all the

  rage.




  Will Cody said to me that “humanity has slowed its vehicle down as if to observe a terrible car wreck and now it’s moving on.” In truth, the squabbles are incessant on

  Capitol Hill and in the laboratories on every continent. Humanity has learned a new excitement, a new fascination. We’ve been wishing for centuries for such a revelation, and now that it has

  come true, we have thrown wide the door to the unknown with a sense of daring adventure born of fear and fear alone.




  And the politics continue.




  Lazarus shut the book from which he had been reading aloud, Allison Vigeant’s Jihad, a first-hand account of the battle between Roman assassins and the vampires

  who had gathered that year for the Venice Carnival. The selection he’d read was the afterword, by Dr. George Marcopoulos, a human who had become the shadows’ ambassador to the U.N.

  Lazarus thought Vigeant had scored quite a coup by including the ambassador’s contribution. The Stranger, on the other hand, was less than impressed.




  “No matter the uncertain tone of his words,” the Stranger said, tapping the arm of his chair, “it is clear Marcopoulos believes we will continue to be integrated, that left to

  our own devices, we will blend into the world until one day we become as invisible as before. Also clear however, is that he fears this will not happen, that the future will be far less, hmm,

  ordered.




  “I would like to tell this man that his worst nightmares, his most unsettling fears are true. Though he whistles in the dark with his words of caution, he does not believe them. But

  the time for invisibility has passed, for better or for worse. No matter our name, we have returned to the sunlight at last. We’ll never be able to hide in the shadows again. If chaos is our

  get, then so be it.”




  The Stranger had been speaking almost to himself, staring at nothing, but now he looked to where Lazarus stood in the door to the useless kitchen, awaiting a response.




  “So now what?” Lazarus obliged. “Do we sit back and watch time go by?”




  The Stranger stood and went to the window, where the hot Greek sun was finally beginning to sink back into the sea.




  “Gallagher, Cody and Nueva,” the Stranger said and shook his head. “Even Hannibal in his twisted way. Despite the burden that this . . . integration has laid upon their

  shoulders, they still find time to pursue Octavian’s quest, to search for an answer to his final question. Find out what we are, Octavian instructed them before he went through the

  portal to Hell.”




  “He was beginning to suspect,” Lazarus said as he joined the Stranger by the window.




  “Oh, yes,” the other said, the corners of his mouth turning up slightly. “He would never have made the final connection, though. Even with the assistance of every scientist in

  the world, there is no way our brother and sister shadows will ever discover their heritage on their own.”




  “You plan to tell them, then?”




  “When they’re ready, Lazarus. When they’re ready.”




  “And what do we do in the meantime, my friend, now that we have joined the world, now that our hunters hunt no longer?”




  The smile disappeared from the Stranger’s lips. The burning light died in his eyes, and another, colder light grew there.




  “You are mistaken, Lazarus,” the Stranger said. “The struggle of our people is far from over. And as quickly as the humans opened their arms to us, on the day our existence

  puts them in danger they will strike a match to the pyre of our kind.




  “And believe me, that day is coming.”




  The Stranger turned and threw open the doors to the balcony. In the dying sunlight, he underwent a most fluid, graceful change, and took wing. Lazarus had been given instructions, but the

  Stranger kept his destination a mystery even to his one true friend. The words floated, a ghostly whisper in the air, and Lazarus could not brush them away.




  They will strike a match to the pyre of our kind




  Lazarus knew that could mean only one thing.




  Human and vampire would become hunters again.
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  Salzburg, Austria, European Union.


  Monday, June 5, 2000, 3:27 P.M.:




  “It’s actually quite intimidating,” Allison said. “I mean, the way it just sits up there, observing the city. Ominous, really.”




  “Oh, I don’t know,” Will answered. “I’m certain when it was built it was quite reassuring. A fortress of that size and strength must have allowed people to sleep

  much better at night.”




  They walked through Mirabell Gardens, in the city of Salzburg, Austria, hand in hand. Allison Vigeant, a reporter who had once used the name Tracey Sacco, and her lover, Will Cody, who’d

  been known by many names. She was a petite blond woman with hazel eyes, and he was a rugged-looking, bearded rogue. His brown hair had been cut short only days before, and he still felt slightly

  naked. He was a shadow, and she decidedly human and determined to stay that way. They were lovers, and this rendezvous in one of Europe’s most romantic cities was their first real vacation in

  nearly a year.




  Five years earlier, Allison had been conducting a CNN undercover investigation into what at first appeared to be nothing more than a particularly vicious cult. But the Defiant Ones had turned

  out to be much more than that. They were vampires.




  Not the vampires of myth, to be sure, but the Defiant Ones, now simply called shadows, were the basis for that myth. Like humans, however, they were not all of one nature. Some were vicious and

  cruel, others kind and helpful, and many, oh so many, in between. One and all they gathered each year, with humans who had volunteered to feed their red hunger, in New Orleans, Rio, a small village

  in Germany, a rotating slate of a dozen or more cities around the world. Five years ago it had been Venice, and it was there that the vampires’ ancient enemy, the Roman church, had attacked

  them in force. The lives of the Venetian people were forfeit, as was the city itself.




  The vampires, or shadows as the world called them afterward, had been victorious, and Allison, with her cameraman Sandro Ricci, got it all on film. Yes, Allison had been present for the Venice

  Jihad, and if it had not been for her chance meeting with Will Cody, things might have gone quite differently in the months that followed. But she had met him, and Cody had changed her thinking

  completely regarding his kind, regarding shadows. And she was not alone. It had been her interview with Cody and Peter Octavian, coupled with footage of the vicious and darkly magical attacks by

  the clergy, that solidified the world’s opinion of shadows.




  They were victims, scapegoats, imperfect creatures, so much more than human, and yet so similar; deadly exaggerations of human nature, human interaction, all too easy for people to understand

  when presented correctly. And Allison was sure to present them correctly. The Venice Jihad changed the world, for humans and shadows both. And it changed Allison’s world, bringing her

  international fame.




  And fortune, of course, let’s not forget that. Between her CNN salary and the royalties coming from her book, Jihad, she had plenty of disposable income these days.




  After serving as anchorwoman for CNN for sixteen months, she returned to the field, reporting from six continents on legal, political and social issues affecting the shadows. The travel was a

  huge perk, and Will met her whenever and wherever he could. She had always been gravely serious, but now she had matured enough to lighten up, to have a good time.




  On the other hand, she was pretty certain that Will had regressed. Allison imagined that the Will Cody she saw now was the exuberant, childish and magnanimous Will of his heyday, more than a

  century before, when he was known as “Buffalo Bill.” He rarely got tired, and when he did he still hardly ever slept. Which was fortunate, because Will had dedicated himself to three

  jobs simultaneously. For Alexandra Nueva and Meaghan Gallagher, his blood-sister and her lover, he was searching for the vampire named Lazarus, and an answer to the mystery of their origin. For the

  shadows he was an international media spokesman, and for himself, finally, there was the show!




  As a master showman in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Will had acted in plays and written books. He had created the “Wild West Show,” a world-traveling exhibition

  of riding, shooting and dramatization which, though exaggerated to near mythic proportions, still informed the world’s perception of the American West. He had been a pioneer in the

  development of the motion picture, bankrolling and appearing in one of the first feature films.




  Well, the Wild West Show was back—Allison had covered it for CNN—and now Will had made her book, Jihad, into a film, producing and directing it himself. They had spent a

  month-and-a-half shooting it, and then another six weeks in London editing the monster, and now they were, for real, on vacation. Time to just enjoy each other.




  Allison truly loved Will, a good and decent man by any estimation, although most of the world would not admit he even was a man. No matter, though, they were happy. She had become a sort of

  financial advisor to him, because though he never had trouble making money, he had a terrible time hanging on to it. They talked about getting married someday, but there were no laws as yet to

  govern such a union, and with Will’s involvement in the SJS, the Shadow Justice System . . . they’d decided to wait. And if that time never came, well, Allison was happy.




  Now, hand in hand, they walked through the beautiful Mirabell Gardens, deep breaths drawing in the scent of the flowers and the unseasonably nippy air. They marveled at the design of the garden

  and its colors, the architecture of the palace, Schloss Mirabell, home to the city’s mayor. They chuckled over the statuary, especially the gnomelike creatures carved from stone, and sat by

  the fountain. They talked and laughed, kissed and held each other close.




  And yet their eyes, like the eyes of every other visitor to Salzburg, were always drawn back to the Festung Hohen-salzburg, the huge fortress overlooking the city from its southern edge, across

  the river.




  “You’re right, darlin’,” Cody said finally, giving her a little squeeze. “The place is creepy. Still, it has a power and a . . . a majesty that is quite

  attractive.”




  “Okay, okay,” she said, giving in. “Tomorrow morning, first thing, we’ll go.”




  “Promise?”




  “I promise. God, what a baby!”




  “Why, madam,” Cody said, lapsing into the cadence of the American West, “I do believe that was an insult.”




  “Believe whatever you want, Buffalo—”




  “Don’t say it!”




  But she was off and running, with Cody in pursuit. As much as he was still trading off the nickname of his human life, with his books and the Wild West Show, that was for fun. In real life, he

  hated the name, and she knew it.




  “You’re in trouble now!” Will shouted after Allison as she headed for the gate and the road, Rainerstrasse, beyond.




  Salzburg, Austria, European Union.


  Monday, June 5, 2000, 7:26 P.M.:




  Humanity had been surprised to find out how few shadows there actually were. When CNN had initially broken the news of their existence, most had an unrealistic reaction, honed

  from decades of first cold war, then terrorist paranoia—“Thry're among us, everywhere.” In truth, Cody guessed that the shadows numbered in the mid-five figures somewhere.

  Not a lot of vampires to go around.




  Still, most major cities had a few, and so it was not surprising that he and Allison ran into a shadow on the street outside their hotel that evening.




  “Will Cody, right?” the shadow asked.




  “That I am, sir. And you are?”




  “John Courage, Mr. Cody, and pleased to meet you.”




  “John Courage?” Allison smiled. “As in, ‘give me a pint of Courage’?”




  “Yes, ma’am. That’s right,” Courage said, returning the smile with his own, self-deprecating version, then turning his attention back to Cody. “But that particular

  brew was named after me, not the other way around. And aren’t I modest?”




  They laughed politely, good-naturedly.




  “I live here in Salzburg, now,” Courage told them. “I’m a musician. Twice a week I play sax at the Urbanikeller, the jazz club.”




  Even though he shouldn’t have been, Cody was surprised. They were really doing it, he thought. Shadows were actually merging with human society. Will smiled at the boy, who might well have

  been hundreds of years older than he was.




  “What time’s your show tonight?”




  “Ten P.M.”




  “We’ll be there,” Allison said, reading Cody’s intentions.




  “I’m flattered, Ms. Vigeant,” John Courage said sincerely.




  “You know me?” she asked.




  “Shouldn’t I?” Courage replied, and raised an eyebrow. “Say, if you two are headed to dinner, I have a wonderful tip. Try the Peterskeller, off Kapitelplatz by St.

  Peter’s Cemetery.”




  “It’s that good?” Allison asked, knowing any meal was really for her rather than for Cody, and thinking how courteous it was for this shadow even to mention dining, since his

  kind needed such sustenance not at all.




  “It’s incredible!” Courage said. “I’m told the food is wonderful, but the atmosphere is . . . It’s the oldest restaurant in the country, about twelve

  centuries old, and local legend says it’s where Mephistopheles met up with Faust.”




  “Sounds great,” Allison said, and meant it.




  “Say, John,” Cody began, “why don’t you come to dinner with us?”




  Courage looked surprised and pleased by the offer.




  “Really I’d love to, but I’ve got a lot to do before tonight’s set. Please do come by the club, though. It would be an honor, really.”




  Will looked at Allison, who nodded.




  “We’ll be there,” he confirmed.




  Courage continued on his way, and Allison and Will left their hotel, the Goldener Hirsch, behind. They walked along Getreidergasse, window-shopping the whole way, chattering about the wonders of

  the Old City, as that part of Salzburg was called. They had arrived late the night before, and that day had explored the right bank of the Salzach River, the Makartplatz, Mirabell Gardens and the

  shops along the winding cobblestones of Linzer Gasse. Tonight, though, they wanted to stroll, not explore. On their map, they found the location of Peterskeller, the restaurant John Courage had

  suggested, and now they turned their feet in that direction.




  In Residenzplatz, they passed the archbishop’s palace and the Salzburg Cathedral with little more than an appreciative glance. Music played somewhere in the background, Mozart, to be

  sure—the city was, after all, the composer’s birthplace. The carillon bells of the Glockenspiel sounded out the harmony of 8 P.M. just as they reached

  Peterskeller but all of that was for tomorrow, for the day. Now that Cody could experience both, he set the daylight hours aside for the trivia of life. Nighttime was for actual living.




  The restaurant was as wonderful as Courage had described it. Will and Allison had a chuckle over the shadow’s name, and she threatened to call him “Bud Weiser” next time they

  met. Arm in arm, the couple passed through a courtyard with vaults cut right out of the mountainside, then ate in a brick cellar with extraordinary chandeliers. Allison was delighted with the

  flavor of the dumplings she had ordered, and she even convinced Will to try some of her cheese soup.




  Later, as they made their way to the Urbanikeller to catch John Courage’s ten o’clock set, Allison’s eyes returned to the fortress, which towered still above their heads, above

  the city. She had been constantly aware of the huge castle, which could be seen from nearly any point in the city, ever present, ever vigilant.




  “Even at night,” she said to Will as they reached the club. “Even at night it watches.”




  “Maybe it’s standing guard,” Will suggested, grabbing her hand and squeezing as he opened the door to the place.




  “Maybe,” she answered.




  But that’s not how it feels.




  Salzburg, Austria, European Union.


  Tuesday, June 6, 2000, 11:42 A.M.:




  Will and Allison sat down for a late breakfast in the hotel restaurant, though it was a lot closer to lunch. John Courage had played two sets the night before, and he was good

  enough that they stayed through the second. Between sets, Courage joined them for a drink, and they both found him refreshingly offbeat, even for a shadow. His self-deprecating humor was equally

  balanced by an often caustic wit, and he seemed to know everything there was to know about his adopted city. They returned quite late, and Allison slept in the next morning. Cody had found himself

  a bit tired as well.




  After brunch, the couple wasted no time making their way to the base of the festung, the fortress of Hohen-salzburg. There was a small tram that carried visitors to the top, but after one

  too many pancakes, Allison insisted they walk. Halfway up, she regretted it, but there was no going back. Through the trees, as they made their way up the incredible incline, they could see the

  sides of the fortress. The sheer wall of the structure met almost precisely with the edge of the cliff; taken together, they formed a several-hundred-foot drop.




  It was times like this when Allison felt her humanity most. Though she worked out regularly, she had to rest a couple of times on the walk up, and Will stood patiently by, understanding but not

  sharing her discomfort. As they finally approached the massive gates, they got their first real idea of the size of the place. Inside the fortress, yet still walking up an incline, they found

  alleys and paths that were almost streets, an open courtyard and a warren of hallways and rooms which must have housed the many soldiers stationed there over the centuries. Medieval art and arms

  were on display in several rooms, but Will and Allison found they had a common interest in the structure itself.




  Battlements and watchtowers loomed above the city, offering clear views of the Alps. Cannon bastions peppered the walls, and the wind, even on a warm summer day, whickered through them with

  cold, grasping breath. The foundation of the fortress was begun in 1077, and the different areas of the castle completed over five centuries. It was this feat, this achievement, existing in the

  structure itself, that impressed them. Allison’s creepy feelings about the fortress were gone, replaced with an emotion somewhat akin to awe. Even Will, who had been around much longer than

  she, was astonished by the immensity, the strength of the place.




  “How much of this are we not getting to see?” Allison said, pulling on an iron grate which blocked their progress down a particular hall.




  Will looked down at his feet, wondering whether there were rooms beneath them. Certainly the locked iron door kept them from exploring certain sections, maybe huge areas of the castle. It could

  be unsafe beyond that gate he thought. Then again, the people who arranged these things weren’t used to shadow tourists.




  “Let’s find out,” he said, and reached for the lock.




  Salzburg, Austria, European Union.


  Tuesday, June 6, 2000, 2:07 P.M.:




  Matt and Tammy Monahan had left their baby son home for the first time. Even though he was with Tammy’s mom, they were still worried. Nevertheless, they were determined

  to enjoy themselves. Along for the ride were Tammy’s brother, George Esper, and Jack Rice, a family friend. The group split up soon after entering the fortress, Matt and Tammy wandering off

  to see the art on display and Jack and George finding their way up to a windswept watchtower.




  “Watchtower,” George said. “Like Dylan.”




  He started to hum the song and strum air guitar, but George wasn’t your usual air guitarist. He actually played.




  “The Hendrix version is better,” Jack said with certainty. “Dylan sucks.”




  “Bullshit” was George’s only reply. He’d grown used to such statements from Jack, but he’d never been able to figure out if the guy was serious, or just busting his

  balls.




  The two of them glanced furtively around and saw that they were alone, save for a decidedly non-American couple several feet away. George pulled out a joint and lit it, taking a long puff before

  passing it to Jack.




  “It would really suck if we got bagged up here,” Jack said. “I mean, what’s the local law?”




  “Don’t know,” George said. “Just be cool. Don’t attract attention.”




  They didn’t.




  “Hey, you know what I almost forgot?” Jack said. “Norm’s got this rock collection thing going, pieces of stuff. The Berlin Wall, the Pyramids. He wanted me to get a piece

  of something, and this thing is fuckin’ old.”




  George helped him look around, noticing that the stone walls and battlements, especially near the edge, were supplemented here and there with modern concrete. Chunks of the cement had fallen to

  the ground, and it was a simple task to find a big one.




  “How ’bout this?” he asked.




  “No, man,” Jack said, as he continued his search. “It’s gotta be somethin’ from the oldest part, none of this cement shit.”




  Their search took them to an open doorway off to the left, and the floor within. Its surface was rough stone and dolomite chunks, and Jack knew they’d found what they were looking for. Now

  they just had to work a piece loose. He took a drag off the joint and handed it back to George, then kicked at several large pieces of rock that jutted slightly from the floor. After a few tries,

  he found a chunk a couple of inches wide that moved.




  With his heel, Jack kicked the thing again and again, and it moved more and more. But it didn’t come out. Apparently it was bigger than it looked. He had to stop for a couple of minutes as

  the couple on the watchtower came closer to them and then finally left. George tried kicking a bit, and then Jack took over again, going farther into the hall to lean against the wall and kick.




  It happened on the fourth swing of his foot. One minute Jack’s back was firmly against the wall, and the next, as George watched, he disappeared through it.




  “Jack! What the hell . . .?” George moved toward the wall, but not too close. One of Jack’s hands came back through, and George noticed for the first time that the wall had

  changed. Its color was almost silver, and its surface too flat, rippling like a pool of water where the hand broke through. George didn’t want to have anything to do with this weird shit, but

  he and Jack went way back. George grabbed Jack’s hand, scrabbling for a hold on the rough, stone floor. Bracing his feet, and holding that hand with both of his own, George pulled.




  Jack moved forward, just barely, then stopped. To George it seemed as though the silver pool in the wall, whatever it was, and I don’t want to fucking think about that right now,

  were jelly, or quicksand. Some kind of suction held Jack—wherever he was. And then, beyond that reflective surface, in which George could see his own face, beyond the quicksilver sand that

  held Jack in place, something tugged.




  George was jerked roughly forward. He almost let go of his friend’s hand as his boots slid over the stone, but instead his grip tightened. No way was he letting go. George slid farther,

  closer to the opening, and then noticed something that saved him from being pulled in right behind Jack. The opening in the wall was only so big, and on either side of it, the wall was still solid

  stone. Or at least it looked solid.




  In an instant, George’s feet were up, gripping Jack’s hand and being pulled along, his ass cut and scraped by stone as he lifted his legs and planted his boots on either side of the

  opening. The muscles in his neck and back, in his arms and shoulders, strained for a few seconds, and then the opposing force, the one pulling Jack in, let up. It still wasn’t easy, pulling

  him out of there, and George wasn’t about to let go in case his tug-of-war opponent was giving him a false rest, but with a grunting effort, he did it. Slowly, once his head and upper torso

  had emerged, Jack crawled out of the wall, over the struggling form of his friend, and lay still on the stone by his side. They both rose, slowly, panting, moving away from the wall. George looked

  up.




  “My God, Jack, what the hell—” And then George stopped. Because the man he’d pulled out of the wall wasn’t Jack at all.




  Sure, he looked like Jack. Same killer baby blues, dirty blond hair and beard. Same clothes, same smile. But this was an older Jack, a haggard, hard-looking man with something lurking in the

  shadows of his face that Jack had never had.




  “What’s wrong with you?” George asked him.




  “Not a blessed thing,” not-Jack said in a voice that George had never heard before, a voice that scared him.




  “In fact,” he said as he moved around to put George between himself and the wall, “I’ve never felt better in my life. I feel perfect.”




  Matt and Tammy came around the corner.




  “What are you guys doing . . .,” Matt began, but he shut up when Jack turned to look at them.




  Tammy saw it before any of them, even Jack, and she screamed. A huge hand shot out of the hole in the wall, clutching George like a child’s doll, talons impaling his face, stomach and

  side. Tammy’s was the only scream as her brother disappeared through the hole in an instant. Matt stared, mouth open wide, and Jack just smiled.




  “Jack!” Matt finally said. “Jack! Do something!”




  Matt ran to the wall, but by the time he reached it, it was only stone again, and he pounded his fists against it. When he turned, Jack was standing out on the watchtower with Tammy in his arms.

  She was sobbing loudly with her eyes closed. But Jack was staring directly at him, and as Matt started to move into the open, Tammy’s crying began again. Jack lifted her, with incredible

  strength, and hurled her, wailing, out over the edge of the tower. From there, it was a straight drop to the trees five hundred feet below, and Tammy screamed all the way down.




  Matt was on Jack in a moment, the two scrabbling on the stone floor of the tower. Matt was on top, and his hands locked around Jack’s throat, choking him, but Jack stopped fighting back.

  Instead, he touched the bare skin of Matt’s arm with one hand and the stone floor with the other hand and mumbled one word through his choking gasps.




  Matt Monahan turned to stone, a statue, made from the same rock as the fortress itself, almost growing out of it. It was simple for not-Jack to pry himself loose from the statue’s grip,

  breaking several stone fingers in the process. The statue looked quite alone. And somehow, too new




  “Well, this is an old castle,” not-Jack said in his not-Jack voice. “And you, boy, have got to look old.”




  A hard roundhouse kick and the statue’s head, a head which had once belonged to Matt Monahan, flew into the air and tumbled down the mountainside to join the corpse of his wife, broken and

  twisted at the bottom of the cliff, an offering to the fortress itself




  Above, the laughter began.




  Salzburg, Austria, European Union.


  Tuesday, June 6, 2000, 2:16 P.M.:




  Just below the watchtower, in a crumbling hallway with large, open windows, an area off-limits for visitors to Festung Hohensalzburg, Allison Vigeant and Will Cody heard the

  screaming begin. As Cody searched for the fastest way out and up, Allison gasped and called for him to come back to the window. Only seconds had passed, but Tammy Monahan’s body had already

  fallen too far for Will to rescue her, whatever form he took.




  “Stay here,” Will said to her, and Allison winced.




  “I’ll find my way up and meet you topside,” she said.




  Will bit his lip.




  “Please,” he asked. “Stay here?”




  “Five minutes,” she said, and looked at her watch.




  In seconds, a large raven flapped out of that window and took to the sky, circling above the fortress, the only bird in the sky. As he dipped among the wind currents at that height, Will Cody

  watched as the man who had been Jack Rice turned Matt Monahan to stone, then smashed the head from the statue’s neck and sent it flying over the edge.




  Sorcery, Cody thought, and the very idea chilled him, ruffling his feathers. For as far as he knew, the one book that held the secrets to such magic, The Gospel of Shadows, was safe in

  Meaghan Gallagher’s possession. But this was magic, just the same.




  The sorcerer moved away from the watchtower, back toward the main section of the castle, where dozens of tourists milled about the courtyard, ducking into hallways and rooms. He raised his arms

  to begin a spell, and Cody dove toward him, determined to stop whatever the magician had in mind. But as he flew, straight toward the man in T-shirt and blue jeans, a ripple ran through reality, an

  illusion taking hold, and the man changed. His clothes became black, blond hair turned white-gray, and his words picked up in rhythm, a new spell.




  He turned.




  It was Liam Mulkerrin.




  Cody turned toward the sky, veering up and away before Mulkerrin could notice him, his mind in temporary shock.




  No! he thought. He’s dead. I saw him die, and Peter with him.




  But he knew that was untrue. He had not seen Mulkerrin die, but pass through into the realm of the real shadows, the demons that had done the sorcerer-priest’s bidding. And Cody’s

  friend, Peter Octavian, had carried him there, apparently sacrificing his life.




  But if Mulkerrin was alive?




  He did a slow circle, keeping behind the sorcerer, and when he looked again, Cody saw the spirits rising.




  From out of the stone beneath the frightened tourists’ feet, from the walls around them, ghostly apparitions oozed in wet clouds the color of parchment yellowed with age. They were dark

  things, yes, but not demons, not the shadows of hell. As they overtook men, women and children, each fell in turn, the apparitions disappearing within them. When the people rose again, seconds

  later, new intelligence burned in their eyes.




  Will Cody looked closer, using other senses, senses born of all that was inhuman within him, to focus his vision. And he saw. The apparitions were just that—ghosts. The spirits of those

  soldiers, warriors who had served the prince-archbishops of Salzburg and had been stationed in the fortress whose souls must have returned there, to the place of their greatest duty, after their

  deaths. Regardless of everything he knew to be true, Will Cody had never believed in ghosts. And yet here they were; Mulkerrin had called them to his service, and with the humans in the fortress as

  physical hosts for the spirits, the sorcerer now had a small force of slave warriors.




  The question, Cody realized, was how he had done it. Mulkerrin had not had this ability before, or he would certainly have used it. Now he worked such magic with no visible effort? Wherever he

  had been, Cody thought, as he glided on raven’s wings, he’d been busy.




  And what of Octavian? Where did that leave him?




  Cody made one final circuit, soaring higher, away from the castle, and prepared to return to the time-worn window where he’d left Allison.




  Allison! What if the spirits were all over the castle and not just around Mulkerrin? He dove now, hurtling down toward that window, but just before he passed out of sight of the

  courtyard, he saw something out of place, something not an attacking apparition or a fleeing human, something subtle—




  It can’t be!




  But he knew it was. Allison had ventured upstairs not bothering to wait the five minutes, her reporter’s instincts forcing her to break her word. She stood in the shadows of a doorway, and

  even now, as Cody crested the courtyard walls once again, she emerged into the light, to get a better look at what was happening.




  Already, a dark and heavy cloud, the only true remains of a centuries-old soldier, drifted toward her as if it knew it had all the time in the world. After all, where could she run? And Allison,

  for all that she could see chaos had taken over, had not yet discovered the source of this anarchy. She had not yet seen Mulkerrin.




  Where could she run? The question was moot; she wasn’t running.




  The raven, Will Cody, sped on, past the floating thing. He was larger than any raven the world had ever seen, and even now he changed, becoming something else, something completely new in the

  world. His talons grew larger, their sharp ends turning soft, strong. Before she truly knew what was happening, Cody had picked up Allison at the arms and carried her over the side, five hundred

  feet above the city.




  Mulkerrin turned, hearing a woman scream, but did not see them disappearing over the side. Instead, he assumed some human had been so overwhelmed with the terrors he had raised, that she had

  thrown herself over the edge. He had taken over the mind and body of Jack Rice, who was, for all intents and purposes, dead. And yet, clad in illusion, it was Liam Mulkerrin’s head that was

  thrown back, his mouth open wide, ringing with laughter. A maniacal gleam shone in the former priest’s eyes as he surveyed his work, and he laughed again as he thought of the woman who had

  jumped to her death rather than serve him.




  “Ah,” he said and laughed, wiping tears from his eyes. “There’s no place like home. There’s no place like home.”




  He could barely catch his breath from laughing.




  “No place like home.”
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  Boston, Massachusetts, United States of America.


  Tuesday, June 6, 2000, 7:45 A.M.:




  The sun rose slowly over Boston, its heat marching inexorably forward, like the tide rolling in. It was the fifth day of the worst heat wave in a decade—over one hundred

  degrees by noon, and not less than eighty at night. Fortunately, there was air-conditioning in the Back Bay brownstone shared by Meaghan Gallagher and Alexandra Nueva. Though their shadow

  physiology was quite adaptable, and they certainly did not sweat much, or often, still the week had taken its toll. Even with the a/c on full blast, they were tired and slightly cranky.




  “Come on, sweetheart, get your ass in gear,” Alexandra said, and dragged Meaghan feet first out of bed.




  “Noooo,” Meaghan howled, pillow held over her head even as she slammed to the floor from the height of the mattress. “Ouch.”




  “Meaghan Rae Gallagher,’ Alex said, scolding, “we have got a video-conference with the shadow ambassador and the secretary-general of the United Nations in forty-five minutes.

  You. Must. Get. Up!”




  Alex grabbed Meaghan under her armpits, pillow falling to the ground, and lifted her easily to her feet. At first Meaghan played dead, but then she whipped her face around to meet Alex’s

  gaze, and spit her words like venom.




  “Bitch! You couldn’t let me sleep fifteen more minutes?”




  “You don’t have fifteen minutes,” Alex snapped back, getting mad now. “And besides, you’re dead. You don’t need to sleep!”




  A smile crept over Meaghan’s face, as her feet finally took her own weight. She pulled Alex to her, pressing herself against the other woman. Meaghan’s full breasts against her own

  reminded Alex that they were both naked. Meaghan’s tongue snaked out, licking the ridge of Alexandra’s chin, then her neck, and finally finding her lips. As their mouths met, Meaghan

  slipped a hand between Alex’s thighs and began to stroke her there. Alexandra purred against her lover.




  Meaghan turned her around, and began to lower her to the bed. Alex looked up into Meaghan’s face, to share her pleasure, but was puzzled by the mischievous smile she saw there.




  And then Meaghan dropped her, and Alex flopped onto the bed, already starting to laugh.




  “Dead, am I?” Meaghan said, then she lifted an eyebrow, picked up her towel from a chair by the bed and headed for the shower.




  “Well,” Alex said, rising once again, her hand reaching down to rub where Meaghan’s had been only moments before. “Maybe ‘dead’ was a poor word

  choice.”




  “Hey,” Meaghan said, rushing to the bathroom as Alex followed, closing the distance between them, “I thought you said we didn’t have fifteen minutes to spare.”




  “Not for sleep!” Alex said, kicking at the door Meaghan had locked behind her. It flew open, and Alex saw that rather than running the shower, Meaghan had begun to fill the big

  Jacuzzi tub they had installed. She was sitting on the edge of the tub, both hands on her left breast.




  The hell with the office, Alex thought, we’ll take the vid-conference right here in the apartment.




  “Don’t worry, sweetheart,” Meaghan said. “I never start something I don’t intend to finish.”




  Then there were no more words. Alex went to Meaghan, their kiss deep and full of truth and love, pushed her back into the tub and joined her there. They made love with purpose and without

  hurry.




  Before the Jihad, before the world changed, their love would have seemed incredible. In the new world order, it was merely extraordinary. Meaghan: auburn hair and truly green eyes, her body

  subconsciously made near perfect by the shape-shifting ability all shadows shared. She had only become a shadow five years before, and yet she was one of the most powerful, both physically and

  politically. Before the Jihad, she had been a young, attractive professional woman, orphaned as a child and bored with her life.




  Peter Octavian had taken her away from all that, made her a shadow and brought her into a war that changed everything, for her, for the world. And he died for it.




  Alexandra: black hair and brown eyes, skin as dark and soft as sable. Tall and elegant, her heart made hard as diamonds by life in Karl Von Reinman’s coven, she had also been a lover of

  Peter Octavian’s. Later, she wanted to kill him. But the war had changed her as well; the loss of her lover, Shi-er Zhi Sheng, had threatened to shatter that diamond heart. Instead, Meaghan

  was there, and Alex felt alive again for the first time since Von Reinman had discovered her, a runaway slave not long off the trading ships, and brought her to the life of the vampire.




  They were open about their relationship. They were lovers, plain and simple. They claimed neither homosexual nor heterosexual origin. Such terminology was useless to shadows, because of course

  if one of them had wanted a penis, they most assuredly could have managed such a minor change in form. Still, gay and lesbian groups around the world, still fighting against discrimination and

  injustice, claimed Meaghan and Alex as their own. While the discrimination went on, very few dared to be critical of the two vampire women. And if their status could help the plight of those

  fighting prejudice, the lovers would not deny them that. When Will Cody cast the film version of Allison Vigeant’s book, Jihad, every woman in Hollywood vied for the roles of Meaghan

  Gallagher and Alexandra Nueva.




  They were running late, but after their bath, Alex and Meaghan dried each other off, enjoying the afterglow of their lovemaking and the sensations of the soft cotton. The

  conference had been planned to discuss the hottest topic of the day: whether world government could, or should, put some controls on the passing of vampirism from one being to another. Within the

  boundaries of this subject fell many other, seemingly smaller topics such as marriage, integration, adoption, hiring practices . . . but what it boiled down to was, how much could the world really

  trust them?




  Alex herded Meaghan into the bedroom, and they dressed hurriedly. If they were going to do this thing from home, the least they could do was look presentable. Meaghan was buttoning her shirt

  while Alex stepped into a floral-print summer dress.




  “Button me up,” she said, and turned her back to Meaghan.




  As Meaghan reached out to do so, Alexandra went rigid, fell to her knees, then backward into Meaghan’s arms. Her eyes were wide, dilated, and she twitched, a single tear rolling down her

  cheek.




  “Alex!” Meaghan knelt by her. “What is it, honey? What’s wrong?”




  Alex’s head was in her lap. Meaghan looked into her lover’s eyes and saw no recognition there. Wherever Alex had gone, she was far away. Meaghan slapped her face, trying to bring her

  back. She knew what was happening. Alexandra’s mind was linked to those of each of Karl Von Reinman’s vampiric children. But as far as Meaghan knew, only two of Von Reinman’s

  brood still lived: Rolf Sechs and . . .




  “Cody!” Alex yelled from within her catatonia, confirming Meaghan’s suspicions but frightening her as well. She had never guessed that anything could force Cody to communicate

  in this way. Years past, he had shut down the mind-link he shared with his blood-brothers and -sisters, as part of an ongoing feud. But now, his mind had opened again.




  All vampires related by blood could converse, mentally, with words and pictures. In times of trauma, such linkages were overwhelming for the recipient as well as the sender. Whatever was

  happening to Cody, he obviously had no time for subtlety.




  Meaghan could only hold Alexandra’s head, stroke her hair and wait for the linking to end. As she waited, she wondered if she would ever experience such an intimate communication. Peter

  Octavian had been her blood-father, and had passed the gift to no one else. Now he was dead, or gone, and unless she passed the gift on, she would never be able to communicate the way Cody and Alex

  now did.




  “Oh, shit,” Alex said, choking and coming awake, and then Meaghan saw something she’d never expected to see.




  Alexandra Nueva was crying. Tears streamed down her face as she gritted her teeth, babbling angrily to herself.




  “How can we . . . got to kill that son of a . . . Fuck!”




  “Cody,” Meaghan said, bringing Alex truly around, “is he . . .?”




  Alex looked up, her face ugly with rage but her eyes betraying a softness, a trace of fear that frightened Meaghan even as she kissed the tears from her lover’s cheek. Meaghan smelled

  apples, their shampoo.




  “Cody’s fine,” Alex growled, her upper lip drawn back in a scowl. “For now, Cody’s fine. But we’ve got to act fast or we’re all going to be

  dead.”




  Alexandra got to her feet, grabbed the blue jeans that lay on the bed and began to step into them.




  “What the . . .,” Meaghan began, but Alex whirled on her, the warrior that she had become in Von Reinman’s coven evident in her every move.




  “I vowed that we wouldn’t go through this again, Meg!” she snapped. “We’ve lost so much already, but I swear . . .”




  Then she stopped, realizing that Meaghan did not know what she knew, had not been privy to the mental images, the message from Cody. Alex hated to have to tell her.




  “He’s back, Meaghan,” Alexandra said, her teeth clenched. “Mulkerrin’s back, and it looks like he’s much more powerful than before.”




  “Back?” George Marcopoulos said, incredulous. “How could he be back? What does that mean, back?”




  “What the hell do you think it means?” Alexandra shouted.




  They had been fifteen minutes late calling in for the video-conference, and found that everyone else had been late as well. Things were just beginning.




  “But he’s dead,” added Rafael Nieto, the UN secretary-general. “You both saw him die, along with Peter Octavian.”




  The thirty-five-inch screen on the wall of their apartment was split four ways, and each quarter of the screen held a face. Marcopoulos, the Boston doctor whom the shadows had chosen as their

  ambassador to the United Nations (Who better than a human, they’d thought, and though some member nations criticized his lack of political experience, he’d done an exceptional job thus

  far) was in the top left quarter, and Nieto in the top right. The bottom left corner held the face of Julie Graham, the United States secretary of state, and the bottom right showed the frowning

  countenance of Hannibal, once upon a time among the most feared of shadows.




  Diplomacy and the will to survive had made Hannibal see the light, so to speak, and now Hannibal was the chief marshal of the SJS, the Shadow Justice System. Alexandra’s blood-brother, the

  mute Rolf Sechs, was his deputy chief, and though the shadows had no true government, they all recognized Meaghan and Alex as the top of the hierarchy. The older ones, the elder vampires who would

  naturally have taken that spot, were less than interested.




  At least for the moment.




  “That is what you said,” Secretary Graham chimed in. “The report is firm on this, that you saw Mulkerrin die.”




  “Actually,” Hannibal finally spoke up, “that was mainly for the benefit of your, um, human sensibilities.”




  “Meaning what, exactly?” Graham asked. She was a hot-head, never mindful of her words, even when speaking to beings who could destroy her in an instant. Typical American

  politician.




  “Meaning,” Meaghan said, and all four faces on the screen came to attention, “quite simply, that we lied.”




  “You lied?” Now even Rafael Nieto was upset.




  “Well, not lied exactly,” Alex added, her natural belligerence making her placating tone sound more sarcastic than anything else. “Even though you’d been forced to accept

  our existence by the media and, of course, our physical presence, we didn’t think you’d believe what really happened.”




  Of all the shadows, only Alexandra truly understood how much power they held in the world. The old doctor, Marcopoulos, who’d refused the gift of immortality more times than Alex could

  count, was probably the only human who understood. After all, acting together, the shadows would be virtually unstoppable.




  “You’ve seen all the videotapes,” Marcopoulos began, cutting off any further protest by the others. “Those portals Mulkerrin used to bring the other shadows, the demonic

  things, into our world? Well, that’s where he and Octavian went. Peter carried the sorcerer through the largest of those portals, and into whatever was on the other side. We had to assume

  they were dead because of what we believe was on the other side of those portals.”




  “And what, Ambassador, is that?” Nieto said, calmer now.




  They were all silent, until Meaghan finally spoke up.




  “Hell, sir. We believe that Hell itself is beyond those portals.”




  The uproar was incredible, with the American secretary of state uttering several expletives ill befitting her station. When the furor died down, it was Hannibal who spoke, showing restraint that

  was, to Meaghan and Alex at least, nothing short of remarkable.




  “Ms. Graham, Mr. Nieto, please understand that we do not wish to imply, even for a moment, that the ‘Hell’ of Christian teachings exists as it has been depicted in myth. Nor

  that the place to which we refer exists beneath the surface of the Earth. Rather, the ‘Hell’ we are discussing exists simultaneously in space with our own world, half a step to the

  right of what we would call reality. But make no mistake, it is very real in its way, and is the basis for all of the myths of that place of fire and suffering.”




  “But, is it supernatural?” Graham asked.




  “Of course it is!” Alexandra barked. “Haven’t you seen the monsters it has spawned? The magic which exists there? Anything science has yet to define is

  supernatural.”




  “Never mind this,” George Marcopoulos cut in. “We’re wasting time. What we’ve got is this: Mulkerrin is back, all communications to Salzburg are out. According to

  Secretary Graham, satellite recon is blacked out in that area. Obviously, wherever he’s been, he’s much more powerful than before. So, what are we going to do about it?”




  “Thank you, George. Now, Rafe,” Alexandra said and smiled, ruffling the UNSG’s feathers with her familiarity and enjoying every moment of it, “what do you say we scramble

  a joint UN/SJS force and surround Salzburg, hum?”




  “What about it, Julie?” Nieto asked the American secretary. “Will your boy jump in with the rest of us?”




  “You know he will,” Graham answered. “We’re in, all right, but only under UN auspices.”




  “SJS will take command,” Hannibal said curtly.




  “I think not,” Nieto snapped.




  “Hannibal,” Meaghan said softly, and they were quiet once more. “You will cooperate with the UN on this, but you’ll only take orders from Rafael’s appointed

  commander. Is that clear?”




  “Quite.”




  “Good. Now let’s stop fucking around and take this bastard down hard and for good.”




  Alexandra smiled to herself She was usually the one playing hardball, just naturally a bitch, but she loved to watch Meaghan take command. Mostly because, as smart as she was, Meaghan was almost

  never aware of it. She had yet to truly notice how much deference she was given, how much power she had, and she only shook her head whenever Alex pointed it out to her. Alex loved her for her

  innocence, but she knew that Meaghan’s power would someday make her a target as well. International governments wouldn’t touch her, for fear of shadow retribution, but the elders had

  already begun to question her right to lead. Eventually, it would become dangerous for Meaghan to retain even an ounce of her humanity.




  They were preparing to disconnect the vid-conference when George spoke up. They all paid attention, for not only was he the shadows’ ambassador, he had been Peter Octavian’s best

  friend.




  “Meaghan?” He paused, not sure how to continue. “If Mulkerrin made it back, what about Peter?”




  “I don’t know, George. I’m afraid to hope.”




  “Don’t be,” Alexandra said to her, to all of them, resolved to the battle ahead. “Hope is all we have.”




  Salzburg, Austria, European Union.


  Tuesday, June 6, 2000, 2:33 P.M.:




  When Cody put Allison down among the trees, and reverted to his true form, he saw that she was in a state of near shock.




  “Allison,” he snapped at her, and her eyes went wide in reply. “We’ve got to go!”




  She paid little attention as Cody dragged her along, taking a shortcut behind buildings onto Hofstallgasse and then pounding the pavement toward their hotel. Only when they were almost there did

  she seem to come out of her daze, and even then she didn’t speak. Rather, she picked up her pace so they were running full tilt toward the hotel. When they came bursting into the lobby, every

  head turned to take them in, arrogant scowls on so many faces. They realized then that the city was unaware of the danger, the evil, looming over them within the walls of the Festung

  Hohensalzburg.




  Cody understood how foolish they must have appeared, but that was his last concern. Once again with Allison in tow, he bolted for their room, not bothering to wait for an elevator, bounding

  instead up three flights of stairs, then stopping to wait for Allison, who was quite out of breath. On the fifth floor, they walked briskly down the hallway to their room.




  Allison picked up the phone immediately and began to dial an outside line.




  “Shit!” she said, pounded the receiver down, then picked it up and dialed again.




  “Come on,” she growled, hanging up again and punching “0” for the hotel operator.




  “Why can’t I get an outside line?” she said, and as Will Cody watched, the color ran out of Allison’s face.




  “A coincidence, maybe?” she said, looking at Will.




  “What is?”




  “The phones are working in the city, but as of about ten minutes ago, nobody can get an outside line. Nobody! I’m sure you realize this, but we need a little goddamn help

  here.”




  “Don’t worry,” Cody said, sitting down next to her on the bed.




  “Don’t worry? Are you kidding me? The phones aren’t out all by themselves, we both know that. This guy was supposed to be dead and instead he’s back and stronger than

  before, and now we’re all alone here, the two of us against him and whatever those things were in the fortress and of course, whatever other assistance he manages to raise. Don’t worry?

  I’m terrified! And what about all these people? The nice people of this city? They’re going to die.”




  She paused for a breath, a decision lighting her eyes.




  “We’ve got to tell them,” Allison said, and then she was up and headed for the door.




  Cody caught her by the arm and spun her, effortlessly, to face him. His face was grave, his eyes frightened, but his voice was calm and pleasant as ever.




  “Allison, sweetheart, wake up now and pay attention. First up, we are going to tell people, but the first person we’ll tell is the mayor, and let him and his people worry

  about evacuating. We’ve got other concerns. Second, as far as help goes, you can believe it’s on the way. I’ve already been in touch with Alexandra, and they’ll

  be—”




  “How? I was with you the—”




  “In my head, remember. We’re of the same blood-father. Everything we just lived through, she was there with me. She knows what’s happening and I’m sure that she and

  Meaghan are already scrambling help for us. No, we can’t take this bastard on alone, but we can start making preparations for when the cavalry does arrive.”




  Allison looked at the floor for a second, took a couple of deep breaths, then picked up the phone again.




  “This is Allison Vigeant from CNN News,” she told the hotel operator. “Get me the mayor, please, this is an emergency.”




  Cody smiled then. This was the woman he’d fallen in love with in Venice. She was back in action. And to think he’d been certain she and Sandro Ricci, the cameraman who’d worked

  with her in Venice, would end up together. Will Cody thought he was pretty perceptive when it came to people, but he had to admit he’d called that one wrong. Though he’d seemed like a

  nice guy, and was certainly brave, Sandro had turned out to be an arrogant pipsqueak. When Cody saw her again, in Rome, three weeks after the Jihad, Allison, who’d been pointing a gun at

  Will’s head the first time they met, had made her attraction to him no secret.




  It was amazing, really. He’d spent his human life as two people, one man torn between two callings. One, William F. Cody, had been a buffalo hunter, an army scout, a scoundrel who gambled

  and drank and stole beer shipments with Wild Bill Hickok. The other, “Buffalo Bill,” was an entertainer and the star of thousands of dime novels with barely an ounce of truth in them.

  One scalped Chief Yellow Hand in memory of an idiot named Custer, while the other was known around the world, even among the American tribes, as a kind, fair, generous man who was good with

  everyone’s money but his own.




  Two people, one man. When Karl Von Reinman had brought him to the life of shadows, as Cody October, Will had at once been excited and repulsed. He couldn’t be changed. From the beginning,

  though he’d never really needed it, he continued to carry a gun. He rebelled against his coven, sought a life of adventure, and was reviled for it. Over time, his two natures merged, and by

  the time of the Venice Jihad, he had become nearly as much of a hero in his heart as he had been made by time and legend.




  He remembered what it was like to be human, to be afraid. And his relationship with Allison helped to keep both things close to him, the fear and the heroism. She helped him be what he was

  without trying to fulfill the expectations of others, hard enough as a human, and harder still once the world found out he was alive, and a vampire. He was happy to license the revival of Buffalo

  Bill’s Wild West Show, but he wouldn’t perform. His serious commentary was in the film industry, and there he would be known as Will Cody.




  Whatever shadows were, whatever William F. Cody had become, Allison reminded him, and he became a reminder to his own kind, that vampires had human hearts. Never let it be said that we have

  no souls, Meaghan Gallagher had said to him once. Words to live by, even if you lived forever.




  “No!” Allison shouted at the mayor of Salzburg over the phone. “You don’t understand . . . Yes, I am with Colonel Cody right now, and the threat is real. That is why your

  communications are malfunctioning. Believe me, troops are on the way, you must evacuate.”




  She was silent for a moment, and even across the room, Cody could hear every word the mayor said in reply. There was no way he was going to take any action based on her word alone, even if

  “Colonel” Cody backed her up. He just couldn’t take such a risk.




  “Can you afford the risk if you don’t evacuate?” Allison said, getting angry now.




  And then the earthquake began.




  The hotel shook to its foundations, windows shattered and the floor beneath the bed began to buckle. Cody moved barely fast enough to knock Allison away from the bed and onto the marble bathroom

  threshold. Above them the ceiling was about to cave in, and Cody saw it just in time. He covered Allison with his own body as it gave way.




  The quake lasted seventeen seconds. When it was over, Cody’s back had been torn open by a falling beam, which even now he held up, away from Allison, with his body. As soon as the ground

  stopped shaking, he used his strength to turn slowly, sending the beam sliding into the hole that had opened in the center of the room. For the moment, their spot half-in, half-out of the bathroom

  seemed safe enough.




  Even as he checked Allison for injuries, and found none, Cody’s back was healing. By the time Allison had the presence of mind to look him over, the only evidence of any wound was his torn

  and bloody shirt. He looked around for a fresh one, and saw that most of their belongings had fallen down to the floors below. Aftershocks could come at any time, Cody knew, so he didn’t

  waste a second worrying about clothing. He made do with an old Allman Brothers Band concert T-shirt that he’d worn to bed the night before. His tan-colored light cotton jacket was hung on the

  bathroom door, and he grabbed that as well.




  The one other thing he was able to salvage, from behind a heating grate in the wall, was his holstered Beretta—nine-millimeter, semiautomatic, loaded with hollow points, fifteen in the

  clip and one in the chamber. He was a better rifle shot, but rifles were a tad conspicuous on most days. He slid into both holster and jacket, and turned to find Allison observing the entire

  transformation with raised eyebrows.




  “I’ve never understood why you feel the need to carry that,” she said.




  “Call it a security blanket,” he answered. “I’ll never shoot as well as my old friend Annie Oakley, but then, I’m still around, aren’t I?”




  She looked as if she were going to say something, and then must have realized it was not the time.




  “Well, I’m certain the mayor will get with the program now, so what’s our next move?” Allison asked.




  “You mean after we get out of here?”




  “Yeah.”




  “Let’s talk about it after we get out of here.”




  They smiled together, and then Cody walked to the edge of the hole, stepping gingerly. He wouldn’t have any trouble getting back up if he fell, but it would be inconvenient.




  What he saw when he looked down was unexpected. Where he had assumed that their bed and most of their furniture had collapsed into the room below, in truth a chain reaction had taken place, with

  the weight of each floor collapsing the next until they had all fallen in. And at the bottom . . . At the bottom there was only darkness. Cody struggled to concentrate, to focus his vision, and

  then realized what he was seeing. A huge fissure had opened up right beneath the hotel, tearing its foundation wide enough that much of its bulk had fallen into that hole. But then how deep was the

  hole if most of the debris had disappeared into it?




  “Allison,” he said, “look out the window and tell me what you see.”




  “Cracks,” she answered. “A lot of cracks, why?”




  They shared a look then, which was nearly as effective as telepathy. It had been obvious from the first tremor that Mulkerrin’s power had caused the earthquake. They didn’t know how,

  but they were certain it was him. Therefore, they could no longer put any limit on his abilities, not until they learned those limits for themselves. In the meantime they had to get out of the

  hotel, perhaps out of the city proper, before another quake hit. They had both realized that there would very likely be another.




  The first problem to be surmounted was that between them and the door was approximately twelve feet of open space, its edges crumbling, and a fall of sixty or seventy feet, minimum, waiting

  below. The easiest way to go was out the window and onto the ledge which ran around the building on each of its three topmost floors. Once there, it was a simple task, as long as the next quake

  took its time to make their way along the ledge to the next room.




  Cody smashed the remaining glass away from the shattered window frame and helped Allison through. The couple who’d been staying in the next room had either not been in the room or had

  already fled the hotel. The stairs, on the way down, were cracked and crumbling, and when they reached the lobby, they joined a large group trying to get a look into the hole without falling. As

  was true in any disaster, it would be some time before the police could clear the gawkers away.




  Cody could see the bottom of the hole now, and all of the debris and furniture strewn there. In fact, he could see Allison’s suitcase sticking out of the pile. The top of the junkheap was

  about thirty feet down. Cody thought of coming back for Allison’s case later. But first . . .




  “Okay, people,” Allison said, in English, to the crowd. “We don’t know when there will be another . . . an aftershock, and this is about the worst place to be if and when

  that comes. Why don’t we all get into the street and wait for help to arrive?”




  She received a dirty look from the hotel manager, who was now surrounded by people chattering at him about their losses. Several people were apparently injured, but it didn’t seem as

  though anyone had been killed, at least not any guests of the hotel. In any case, people were beginning to file out now, and she and Cody turned to follow.
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