Seattle, mid-August plus two nights, 1997


“And a good evening to you, as well, Emily,” Roderick intoned, dropping his shoulders in a half-bow of overdone good manners.  “What a lovely haven.  Is it yours?”


“Too rich,” Bashir intoned, without lifting her eyes from the book.  “You’ve got a lot to learn about ‘high society,’ as you call it.  Emily will be insulted the minute you whip out your ‘Oh, I’m a bigger  bourgeoisie git than you’ dick.”


Roderick stopped kissing the hand of empty air before him, and laid backwards over the arm-rest of the couch.  


“God, Bashir, you almost sound like you have some faith in humankind.  Haven’t you ever watched Dynasty?  Everybody’s all kiss-kiss-oh-what-a-lovely-dress-did-she-pick-it-up-at-Salvation-Army-or-is-that-just-wishful-thinking-tra-lalalala-hahahaha-lalalala all frickin’ night long.”  Easing back into a sitting position, he flicked her a glance that spoke of reams more experience in the ways of the well-to-do.  Bashir still failed utterly to look away from her book.


“It’s like this,” she said after another drag on a cigarette.  “There are the nouveau riche who like to be like that because they think it’s so fucking clever.  Then there’s the middling-old-money types who think they’re better than that and it won’t hurt them to shut up and be nice to somebody once in a while.  Then there’s the old-money-but-the-glory-is-gone types who need to inject themselves with a little self-importance, and revert back to being a bunch of catty bastards in tuxedoes.  Emily is neither the first nor the last.  She fits in the middle, from everything I’ve seen.  Just shut your damn mouth, and try not to get thrown out.  I really don’t see why you’re so keen on going, anyway.”


Roderick’s indignance nearly got the best of him, but he merely said, “Because I got invited, and you’re the one who said we needed to keep a higher profile after everything earlier this summer.  You said it would make it harder for someone to quietly do away with me.  Or yourself.”


“Yes,” Bashir agreed, stubbing out her cigarette and then, as she continued, rising to adjust the flow of her skirt and the black blouse that covered the rest of her.  “Not tucking ourselves away where a quiet mail-bomb can kill us both is a good idea.  Slapping a target on our collective ass and waving it in the air to moon the Prince and the Toreador Primogen is not.  Try striking a balance for once in your life.  And go get the car ready.”


“Well, lah-tee-dah,” Roderick said, arching an eyebrow.  This was about the most reaction he’d managed to get out of Bashir in a while.  Maybe she was actually worried by something; not that the return of Mr. White wasn’t reason enough to be a little on edge.  He stood up as well, though, and did a quick adjusting of the tie he’d selected for the evening before saying, “I’ll jes’ go get that cah, Miss Daisy.”


Bashir simply rolled her eyes.  


“Roderick?  Roderick Surrett?  It’s a pleasure to really meet you; I’ve seen you at Assemblies, but I don’t think we’ve been introduced.”


Bashir’s predictions had pegged Emily to a tee; she was beautiful, in an altogether-too-skinny sort of way, and obviously fairly well-to-do, but she hadn’t adopted quite all the airs of the rest of Seattle’s Toreador population.  She was wearing a sort of business suit, but it didn’t scream Chanel; it was actually pretty subdued – cream, almost beige.  Roderick was forced to feel slightly over-dressed, looking down for a second at his own slacks, white button-up shirt, and black silk tie.  Of course he wasn’t dressed as neatly as Emily – that was the important thing here, that although what she wore was simple, it was neat.  You wouldn’t find more symmetry in a textbook diagram of a butterfly.  The goal, however, had been to be dressed down just enough to miff a few of the hoitiest of the toities.


“Hi,” he replied.  “Nice place.”  A smile tugged at his mouth, and turned into a half-hearted grin.  It really was a nice place; again, a strong emphasis on neatness and simplicity.  He’d half-expected something grotesquely, religiously baroque on every wall.


“Bashir Choseldei,” Bashir said in her quietest voice, peeking up at Emily from behind dyed-black bangs.  What a cheesemonster, Roderick thought to himself.


“Bashir, lovely to meet you.  Please, help yourself to refreshments.  We’ll be starting the reading in about twenty minutes.”


With that, Emily – long, sort of stringy blonde hair and slightly sunken jaws and all – glided away, parting the crowd to shake hands with another newcomer.


“Damn, she is one skinny woman,” Roderick finally said, watching after her.  “Christ, she should eat something.”


“Typhoid or malaria survivor, would be my first guess,” Bashir supplied from halfway to his elbow.  “Obviously not quite recovered when Embraced.  Her sire was probably afraid he would lose her.  Pathetically sentimental.”


“Man, Bashir, you really know how to crank out the party vibe.”


“I’m a walking celebration of life, yes.  Now, she mentioned refreshments.  I suggest that unless you feel like being bloodbound to an up-and-coming Toreador, you accompany me to what appears to be a punch bowl over there, and we find out what sort of blood she’s feeding us.”


“Oh, she wouldn’t do that.  We’d be able to tell the difference.”


“How much vampire blood do you drink on a regular basis?” Bashir asked in reply.  “Would you be able to tell the difference?”


“Well…” Roderick thought about it for a second.  The last time he’d drunk a vampire’s blood, he’d been mortal – for a few more seconds, anyway.  “You make an excellent point.  Let’s hit the bar.”


Two minutes later, a servant of some sort was handing them crystal cups with dark red liquid running around in them, sticking to the edges.  Bashir indelicately placed the tip of her index finger in the blood and closed her eyes; the ghoul was better-mannered than to pay attention, although one fellow party-goer did look sidelong at Bashir and arch an eyebrow at the gauche behavior.


“That’s very rude, Miss Choseldei,” the socialite said just loud enough to be heard.  “I’m sure we can trust Emily to feed us nothing dangerous.”


Roderick just smiled and lifted a hand to wave.  Bashir, on the other hand, opened her eyes, looked at the woman for a moment, and spoke slowly.


“You are correct; she is not feeding us anything dangerous.  It appears to be perfectly normal blood.  However, you did not know that until I determined it for you.  You still do not, in fact, know that.  You were merely being snide before, and now you will have to assume.  I like to be sure of my choices.  Is reckless behavior one of your favored pursuits?”


The Toreador stared for a moment, then turned on a heel and walked the other direction.


“Wow, and you think I’ve got problems with my social skills?”


“Drink,” Bashir said, handing him the glass.  “Don’t talk.”


“Yes’m,” he said, taking a sip.  “Oh, my God, it’s cold.”


“Yes.  Probably a personal taste.”


“Gross.  And where the hell is Trevor?  I told him we’d be here ten minutes ago.”


“What the fuck are you doing, bringing a kine to a Toreador party?” she hissed.  “You are begging to get hauled in on breaking the Masquerade!”


“Oh, hush.  He’s harmless.  He doesn’t know a thing.”


“Have you blood bound him?” the Tremere demanded, voice a hoarse, breathy imitation of a shout meant for one person alone.  A few heads had turned at their sudden, fierce whispering at one another.


“Yes!”


“You’re lying!”


“I am not lying!”


“I can see it in your aura, you fucking maniac!  Do you want to get us all killed?”  Bashir was looking the angriest Roderick had ever seen her.  Well, almost.


“Okay, fine, so I’m lying!  I’m going to blood bind him.  I’ve just not figured out a chance to slip it in his drink, okay?  What do you want me to do, cut my wrist open and shove it in his face?”


“If necessary,” Bashir growled, before downing the contents of her cup and shoving it at the servant.  “Another, if you please.”


“Look, shut up.  This whole house is probably loaded down with more Spidey Senses than we can count,” Roderick growled back.  By now, he and Bashir had worked their way into a far corner, practically behind the maid who was serving the drinks.  


“We will discuss this later.”


“Great,” Roderick replied, looking around.  Now that they weren’t whispering like choir members anymore, they’d ceased to garner much attention, and the sound of conversation was just lifting to the point where tuning in on them with extra-aural abilities would probably hurt.  “No problem.  Put it on our agenda.  For now, that’s Trevor coming through the door.”


If Roderick had his say, the matter of Trevor and letting a “kine” come to a vampiric function would be put off as long as possible.  He didn’t feel like sharing with Bashir that Trevor already claimed to be a vampire, and didn’t want to present himself to “a fat-ass bastard like Vito” for “reasons of his own.”


Tangled webs, Roderick told himself.  Tangled webs.  Must remember this.


“Emily,” Rebecca murmured in her regnant’s ear as she approached.  “Live one at the door.  Says he’s with a Mr. Surrett.”


Emily politely excused herself from conversation, and nodded at Rebecca.  


“Thank you.  I’ll meet him personally.”


The ghoul nodded; this wasn’t a party with blood dolls.  You didn’t allow ghouls to work concessions at a party with blood dolls.  This could be serious fun.


Trevor stood just inside the door, shirt-sleeves rolled up, an undone bow-tie around his neck, hands in his pockets.  There was a ratty scrapbook under his left arm, and he was scanning the crowd for someone he’d recognize.  The plague-victim gliding up to him in a suit didn’t look like anyone he knew, but it certainly appeared that was about to change.


“Emily,” the woman breathed, holding out a hand.  “Welcome to my home.”


“Trevor,” the man replied, smiling politely.  “I’m with Roderick?”  It was a question of whether Roderick had actually managed to show, more than anything.  Roderick had warned him to play it cool, act like his foremost concern was getting wherever Roderick was.  Games within games; this was the stuff Trevor enjoyed about playing ghoul-of-the-hour.  It made for great stories to write down later.


“Yes.  I believe he’s in the dining room, with Miss Choseldei.  I’ll see you to them personally, if you don’t mind.”


Trevor just smiled, nodded, tried to look mildly relieved.  “So when’s the reading starting?”


“Oh, any minute now.  I see you’ve got a book with you – brought a work of your own to share?”  The smile was prettier than ever, Trevor thought.  


“Well, maybe.  I’ll listen first, see if my stuff will go over well.”


“I’m very open to new work, Trevor.  I’m glad Roderick thought to invite you – I’m sure anything you read will be well-received.  Please, as a favor to me, feel free to take a few moments before the group.”


Trevor smiled and nodded again – and this time the nervousness was for real.  Something was weird about this leech; she just seemed downright pleasant.  What on earth was Roderick doing hanging out with her, much less Bashir?


Emily and Trevor finally came to a halt a few feet from where Bashir and Roderick stood, people-watching from their corner.  Their conversation was long over; now they were brooding over crystal punch cups full of blood.  Roderick had already started to wonder whether he’d have to fling any attitude to liven the shindig up; at this rate, it was shaping up to be fairly surreal all its own.  The last Toreador party he’d been to had involved a few neonates trying to waltz to a string quartet obviously Presence’d out of their gourds while their mommies and daddies had disappeared upstairs to have the equivalent of a blood orgy with a bunch of “street artists” brought in for their last showing.  This party was….not a party.  Everyone here was toned down somehow.  They were serving blood from punch bowls.  Everyone had a little crystal cup.  And it looked like someone might actually read poetry.  


“Roderick, Bashir,” Emily smiled as she approached.  “I found Trevor here hanging around just inside the door.  I believe you know one another?”


“Hey, Trev,” Roderick grinned, reaching out to put a hand on Trevor’s elbow.  “Emily, meet Trevor.  He’s a…friend.”


Emily merely gave a knowing nod and a slight smile, then looked to Bashir.  “Everything okay?  Anything I can do to make you more comfortable?”


Bashir blinked once, shook her head to either side, and said, “It’s lovely.”


The four of them stood there, looking at one another for a long moment, and then Emily abruptly clapped her hands together over her head.  


“The time has come!  We’re going to ruin our shoes if we stand around like this much longer.  I, for one, came for some poetry!”


As the crowd looked around as though to make sure they’d really heard their hostess say that, and slowly filtered towards the chairs arranged on a glassed-in back deck (a Florida Room, Roderick reminded himself, that’s what they called one in the ‘60s), Bashir tugged once on his sleeve and stood on tip-toes to whisper towards his ear, “This is certainly a unique experience, in the context of Toreador gatherings.”


Roderick shrugged once, finished his cup of blood, and replied, “First time for everything.  Let’s go hear some angst.”

