Seattle, mid-August, 1997


Roderick woke with a start – he usually did, given the images with which his dreams were filled on a daily basis.  The reassuring sights and sounds of his home hammered through the fog of a groggy mind, though, as he recognized his dresser across the room, the posters of the bed that had come with this house, the open doors of the wardrobe that held his better clothes.  He sought out the clock by his bedside, read it (8:45 pm), and put his feet to the floor with a stretch and an audible series of pops that ran the length of his spine.  Two minutes later he was under the lukewarm water of his shower, singing a Mama Cass number.


“Sir,” Cedric intoned with his usual, measured lifelessness.  “Did you rest well?”


“Eh.”


Roderick finished pulling the brown sweater over his head and over his torso, shoving arms into sleeves and taking a second to smooth the whole thing over before checking his reflection in the oven door to fix his hair.  It was being its usual uncooperative self, and fell into something resembling its place, draped over his shoulders.  


“Is Bashir awake?”


“Madam is awake, yes.  I heard madam’s shower running shortly before sunset.  I believe she has not left her workroom.”


“Yeah, she said something about a big project.”  His hair was good enough.  Roderick turned, shifting his heel to adjust his boot for a second, made a face of discomfort and grunted.  “Any messages while we were asleep?”


“Rebecca phoned on behalf of Emily.  She said you should expect an invitation to the next reading."


Roderick’s brow wrinkled.  A Toreador poetry reading, hosted by Emily?  And he was invited?  That merited some attention.  If it was half as good as the last Toreador party he went to, it was definitely worth attending – although something made him doubt he’d get away with spiking another punch bowl in Seattle anytime this decade.  


“Well, shit.  I’d better get some of the better duds ready.  Maybe that big purple job with the cape and that hat.”


Cedric shifted his weight precisely a centimeter to the left.  His regnant recognized the closest Cedric ever came to questioning Roderick.  


“What, the purple job with the big cape isn’t a good idea?  I should leave off the hat?”


“Sir,” Cedric began, choosing his words with care, “It is entirely your decision.”


Roderick just gave Cedric a look.


“Okay, fine, I’ll wear a suit.  With a tie and everything.”


Another moment of silence.


“You know, Cedric, what you’re not getting here is that these people think I’m crazy.  I mean, they call me a ‘kook’ behind my back, and they think I can’t hear them.  They’re a bunch of tight-asses.  If I’m going to show up for the party and have any fun, I’m going to have to distract them by playing to the stereotype.  I’m of half a mind to show up with a teddy bear and a hatchet, only I’d throttle myself in a fit of self-loathing.”


Cedric merely nodded.


“Of course, sir.”


“The suit.  I know.  The suit.”


“Leave it in the foyer as usual, sir, and I shall see it off to the cleaners tomorrow.”


“Thanks, Cedric,” Roderick replied as he propelled himself from the kitchen counter where he’d leaned his weight, towards the front room.  “Now it’s time to go say a hearty good morning to ‘madam.’”


The pressing of a few quick fingers, in a pattern Roderick still found himself having to think about before remembering, caused a panel to swing open in the side of the staircase that led to Cedric and Jorge’s quarters upstairs.  The lights in the basement were still on, and Roderick began the descent to where he and Bashir made their separate havens.  Bashir was not lady of the house, although Cedric was far too proper to call her anything but “the madam.”  Bashir was very probably Roderick’s worst enemy.  They’d tried to kill each other, complete with elaborate plots foiled in the end, at least four times in the last six months.  She had nearly gotten him at the street festival, he had nearly gotten her with the frame-up for murder.  Now they slept across the basement hall from one another.  You keep your friends close and your enemies closer, the saying goes.  They both wanted to keep their worst enemy of all very, very close.  And, no doubt, the Regent wanted to keep an eye on Roderick.  Roderick may not have been an expert on Tremere, but he was pretty sure the Regent had to have a darned good reason for allowing Bashir to live outside the Chantry.  This was something he would, no doubt, be forced to uncover messily before too long.  All this, however, he pushed from his mind as he reached the door to Bashir’s “workroom.”


“Knock knock knockity knock,” he said aloud as he rapped on the wood.  “I’m doing the secret Tremere knock.  Wooba wooba, the elk flies at midnight, the blood tastes like raspberry soda, et cetera.”


There was a muffled reply from the other side.


“I see London, I see France, I see the Regent’s underpants?”  It was worth a shot.


The reply was slightly less muffled, and slightly more annoyed.


“Avon calling?  You’re double-parked?”  Roderick raised his voice slightly.  “I’m just a dolphin, m’am!”


There was a loud clanging of metal as it sounded like several locks turned themselves in rapid succession, and the knob turned.  Creaking open, the door swung wide, although Bashir herself stood a good fifteen feet away, hunched over a microscope with some very odd symbols scrawled on it.  She was quite sure Roderick would never understand their significance.  She was right.


“And a fine good morning to you, too,” he said.  “Hey, look, two things: I’m gonna go walk Bob, and Emily invited us to her poetry reading.”


“That’s nice.”


“I’m gonna wear a suit.”


“That’s probably wise.”


The silence darted into the pause that hung there, and started to grow.  It stretched out, long and languid, enjoying its moment in the spotlight, interrupted only here and there as Bashir shifted to adjust her microscope or mutter something under her breath.


“Right, so, um, have a fun night.”


Roderick reached for the knob, to close the door again, but Bashir turned.  She had the hood on her favorite robe (her only robe, Roderick guessed) down, the sleeves pushed up and tied off to free her arms for movement.  She had a pretty face, Roderick thought to himself.


“When will you return.”  It didn’t sound like a question – it sounded like she’d ordered a pizza and Roderick had just shown up an hour late with someone else’s pizza instead.


“Well, Bob and I’ll be gone for an hour?  Then I’m gonna go out, get a snack, maybe drop by Trevor’s.”


“When you return, we will speak.”


Roderick’s brow wrinkled a second time.


“Okay, whatever I did, I’m sorry.  Leave a detailed note with precisely what I did to annoy you this time, and I’ll screw the cap back on the toothpaste more tightly next time.  Honest.”


Bashir’s lack of retort only made Roderick’s brow wrinkle more deeply.


“We will speak of a matter of importance to us both.”


“I’m going to assume this isn’t just another attempt to kill me in some over-complicated way, since I think we both learned our lesson there.  Besides, you’re not in the will.”


Bashir drew a slow, calming breath.


“We will speak of the former Regent.”


The former Regent:  Mr. White; this was not the Regent who had allowed Bashir to take up residence outside the Chantry, with another vampire, of another clan.  This was the old Regent.  The one who had killed the old Prince.  The Regent who had disappeared shortly after.


“Okay.”


“Enjoy your walk.”  

With that, Bashir turned back around, returned to her microscope, and the door closed.

Roderick loved walking Bob.  Bob was his name for the dog, an antiquated St. Bernard who’d had the blood of the old Prince (coincidentally named Horus, and thoroughly unrelated to his better-known namesake) poured over his Alpo every night for a couple of centuries by the time he came into Roderick’s possession.  That had been a lucky acquisition – the old place was really starting to fall apart within two weeks of the Prince’s death, and Vito hadn’t been able to figure out where his predecessor’s private haven had been.  With a bribe and a late-night phone call to a city attorney, Roderick had cleared the red tape that stood between him and the home of a Prince whom Roderick had actually called a friend.  The dog had been hiding in the basement, dangerously close to catching up to his real age.  Two centuries in dog years, in the span of five minutes (once the blood ran out) wasn’t an exciting prospect.  Now Bob was as loyal to Roderick as he’d been to Horus.

Aside from playing a mean game of fetch, though, Bob had the added attraction of a thick coat of fur.  Roderick’s preferred food these nights were the kids dancing the night away in warehouses downtown, taking lots of mediocre drugs and wearing pretty, shiny pants.  With Bob, feeding without overdosing was easy:  take the big, furry dog inside.  Watch the kids on XTC run over and start petting it maniacally.  Watch to see what kids smirk to themselves self-righteously, and don’t get involved – they were the kids whose systems were clean.  Make out with a couple of the more handsome ones while the others were staring at the spectacle of a St. Bernard that came up to their elbows.  Raver boys were easy.

With a warm belly and a dog who’d had all the massaging he’d need for next, well, five minutes, Roderick packed Bob back into the car and got in on the other side.  Moments later, they were pulling up in front of a townhouse in a yuppie neighborhood.  The press of a button brought a familiar voice.

“Hello?”

“Rod here, Trevor.  Just wanted to drop by and say hello.”

“Come on in.”

The front door unlocked, and Roderick and the St. Bernard of Doom entered.


“Let yourself in,” came a quiet voice from the other side of 23B.  Roderick tried the knob, and cracked the door open.  The lights were low, but he could see Trevor with another person’s head on his lap.  A beckoning hand welcomed Roderick inside; another put a finger to Trevor’s lips to indicate quiet.


“Hey,” Roderick whispered.  “Who’s that?”


“One of my guys,” Trevor whispered in reply.


Trevor was not a Changeling of any fantastic wealth.  If anyone was the cash cow of Roderick’s current social circle, it was Roderick himself.  There had been advantages to having an absent and guilt-ridden widower father.  They were mainly to be found in his last will and testament.


Roderick allowed his pupils to dilate further than naturally able, and the room came into sharp focus.  A young man dressed too much like a beatnik was asleep on Trevor’s lap.  Trevor merely sat there, looking down at him.


“He’s alive.”


“Well, yeah,” Trevor replied, a bit startled by the thought the artist reclined atop him might be dead.  “He’s sleeping.”


“Oh.”


“He’s having a lovely dream.”


Roderick paused a bit longer.


“Oh.”


Trevor pulled his eyes away after a moment, and smiled a bit drunkenly.  As he opened his mouth to whisper again, Bob finished sniffing lightly at the mortal among them, and started to lick Trevor’s hand for attention.  


“So what brings you over?”


“Just wanted to stop in.  Hadn’t seen you for a few days.  I tried to call.  You really ought to get a machine.”


“Ansaphones,” Trevor replied with a smirk, “Are for people with real jobs.  I’ve got better things to do than listen to old phone calls.”


“Well, anyway, I got invited to this minor shindig.  Thought I’d ask if you wanted to go.  I’m pretty sure it’ll say ‘and Guest’ on the bottom.”


“What’s it going to be?”


“Poetry reading.”


Trevor rolled his eyes.  


“You’re going to make trouble, aren’t you?”


“Now, that’s not fair.  I might be going to expand my literary horizons.”


Trevor didn’t bother to respond, instead absently stroking the fur around Bob’s neck and looking down as the painter on his lap stirred for a moment.


“Well, drop me some email about it.  I’ll check that before I’ll answer the phone anytime soon.”


“If that’s the best answer I can get for now?”


“It is.”  Trevor smiled, not unkindly, and looked down again as the artist stirred more purposefully.  Roderick started to pick up the smell of stale port, sticky sweet but sour, too.  It smelled like something that would make you throw up all over your date’s shoes.  At least the painter hadn’t gotten to that point.  Yet.  


As Roderick’s thoughts covered the painter, the young man himself started to awaken, eyes fluttering open and narrowing again as he squinted across the dark at the strange face watching him.


“Hi,” Roderick said.


“Hi,” the artist replied before easing into a stretch and looking up to see Trevor smiling back at him.  “Oh, shit.  Did I go to sleep?”


“Don’t worry about it.  Rod’s a friend who dropped by.”  Trevor looked up again.  “Rod, this is Chris.”


Chris realized his situation rather abruptly – he’d never intended to fall asleep on Trevor, much less on Trevor’s lap.  A blush turned his face near-purple for a second as he sat up groggily and mumbled an apology.  Gazing around, he caught sight of Bob, sitting on his haunches at the end of the couch, sniffing the air more expectantly now.


“That’s a fucking huge dog,” he mumbled.


The story of Roderick’s fascination with Trevor, and the various kinds of trouble in which Roderick would quickly find himself if anyone found out about the honesty that accompanied their acquaintance, is of no small import.  They had met by chance – Trevor explained that this happened quite frequently.  By no means were they buddies, although Trevor was probably the person in Roderick’s circle of contacts with whom Roderick got along the best.  Rather, they fascinated one another.  Roderick refused to speak of his dreams, although they were a subject of constant fascination for Trevor.  In turn, Trevor had exhibited, in a moment of stress too complex to explain with any brevity, powers which made Roderick overreact and, quite by accident, blow the Masquerade wide open for Trevor.  Now Roderick knew that Trevor was something other than vampiric altogether – he called himself a Fae.  Trevor, in turn, knew that Roderick was a vampire.  To Trevor, this was uncomfortable, but he was far too ready for another story to acquire to let the opportunity pass.  Roderick, in the meantime, was elated that Trevor called himself a “fairy.”  Roderick had finally found a soulmate.  Roderick, insofar as his blood required that he have a permanently maladjusted view of the universe, had been utterly convinced since shortly after his Embrace that vampires were merely the lost Fae of the world.  He had whole shelves of myth and legend and folklore at home, and he had dedicated more than one lengthy evening of study to any clue as to where the mythical founder of vampirism had learned the magic of the Little People.  When Trevor came along, Roderick knew two things which outweighed any fear of retribution for breaking the first Tradition:  here was a source of endless, first-hand information, and here was someone who believed him.


Roderick still hadn’t figured out why Trevor seemed to get off on being around sleeping people, but what the Hell.  Everybody seemed a little weird sometimes.  Trevor told him the bloodline of the Eshu was often the weirdest of all.


The gravel of the circular drive crunched satisfyingly under the car.  Roderick turned the key, the engine died nobly, its chin up, and master and dog sauntered towards the front step.  Double doors opened, and Roderick strode into the foyer of his home to find Bashir sitting in the living room, visible through the wide arch.  She was tucked into a ball on a wing-backed chair covered in stuffed leather, lighting a cigarette from the flame carried on her palm.


“You’ll never get tired of that trick, will you?”


“You’ll never stop being jealous of it, so no.”


Their eyes met for a moment, before Bashir looked back to her book and Roderick flopped down on a loveseat.


“Yes, I had a lovely walk, and Trevor’s doing just fine.  So why do we need to talk about the old Regent?”


“I have secured this room against magickal surveillance.”


Roderick shrugged.


“You did ask me to tell you anytime I ‘go witching around the place,’ I believe.”


“Thank you.”


“You’re welcome.  As for Mr. White, we need to speak of him because I have reason to believe he is back in Seattle.”


“Great.  Call up the clan.  Have them set him on fire from way off.  Make a barbecue of it.  I’ll bring plates and cups.”


“Your levity is noted.  I suspect it will drain away rather abruptly and embarrassingly, now that I’m going to tell you that I believe he is watching this house through some means.”


Roderick’s levity drained away rather abruptly.  He tried not to look embarrassed, though.


“Great.  Do you have sensors that pick up on stuff like this?”


Bashir lifted her eyes from the book and said, in a long puff of blue cigarette smoke, “As you would say, ‘Well, duh.’”


Roderick didn’t bother with a comeback.  He crossed his legs and started to play with the hem of his bell-bottom jeans.  


“So what do we do about it?”


“We do not let him know that we realize this.  We wait for him to make the next move.  He is on the run; it is possible he is taxed to the point of showing his hand early in a fit of paranoia, stress, or overconfidence derived from a driving desire for some measure of success given his defeats of recent memory.”


Roderick frowned.  He hated letting other people make the first move.  He’d won every chess game of his life by knocking the board over as his first move, and then daring his opponent to say that wasn’t legal.


“Great.  I’ll just go have tea with Cedric on the back porch, then.”


“Enjoy your tea.”


“I will,” Roderick said in his most childish Cartman impression as he left the room.

