Seattle by Lava Lamp, Episode V

Roderick and Bashir have a discussion; Emily and Trevor visit with the bohemians.  A revelation regarding fairies and demons.  Mr. White rears his forsaken head once more.


Roderick’s shower the next night was cold – dangerously so.  He stood underneath it, unshivering since his mammalian instincts to stay warm had died thirty years before, letting himself get colder by the second.  Twenty minutes in, he had to push some blood around to warm himself; not too much, lest he defeat his own purpose with this extended bath in water that felt like it could come out of the showerhead in cubes any moment.  


Colder, he told himself.  Another five minutes, and he had to push more blood around – more than before, comparatively.  Feeling returned to his forearms and palms, but his fingers remained a distant memory, unmoving, pressed to his flesh.  An ache of freezing came and went again, and finally he turned off the water only when a persistent, polite series of rappings at the door to his bedroom let him know that someone wanted his time very badly.  


A little more blood pushed through his body, and he started to feel his fingers again.  It hurt, so he pushed more.  It brought feeling back more quickly, but it brought him through the pain of reawakening nerves all the more sharply.  Finally, a towel around his waist, he padded over to the door and looked out the peephole.


A peephole in my own bedroom door, he thought.  The paranoia gets us all.


Bashir stood on the other side, dressed in her usual black dress/robe/whatever, like an evil wizardess come to visit from strange lands.  Then again, her laboratory right across the hall was a pretty damned strange land.  


“What?  I’m in the shower.”


“I noticed.  You’ve been in the shower for forty-five minutes.  I believe I left out a note for you last night; that it’s gone from the door means you’ve read it.  It indicated that I wished to speak with you, and you’re running late.”


A peephole in my own bedroom door, and intra-office memos in my own house, he sighed quietly to himself.  


“Let me get some clothes.  I’ll be upstairs in a few.”


“Meet me in the library.”


Emily double-checked her hand-written notes from the driver’s seat of her car.  It was a vanity car, there was no denying it; car enthusiasts in parking lots inevitably complimented her on such a beautiful reproduction of a ’36 Bentley (4.25l roadster edition), and she thanked them politely, of course, but it was 100% original from stem to stern, one owner.  And, unfortunately, it stuck out like the Mormon Tabernacle Choir of sore thumbs in this neighborhood.  Not that she was in a bad part of town, so much as the starving artists stacked like 2 x 4’s in the loft apartments over ragged little mom & pop stores would probably slash her tires in protest of the bourgeois encroachment on their territory.  Oh well, that’s why you have insurance.


Locking the car behind her, she got out and walked up the step to a steel door that opened when she tugged on it.  Inside, she found another door just far enough from the first to allow one person – or two, if they were overly friendly – to stand.  A quick scan of the buzzers showed 23-C to be under the name “T. Simpson.”  Crossing her fingers, she pushed the buzzer and waited.  


“Trevor’s Heavy Words and Cumbersome Phrases,” came a crisp voice.  She’d picked the right one.  


“Trevor, this is…Emily.  Roderick’s friend?  You were at my place last night, and I was wondering if I could interest you in an evening out.”


The pause on the other end was long.  Emily had gotten this address without consulting Roderick, Bashir or Trevor.  Her appearance was meant to be a surprise, and a startling one, by which she would gauge something of Trevor’s mettle.  If he was your average kine or a terrified new-made ghoul, he’d be indignant and scared.  If he took it coolly, and in a night or two responded in kind, he’d be something more:  a particularly willful mortal, perhaps, or maybe one of these mind-vampires as Roderick had claimed.  So it was that she waited, listening to his slow breath on the other end of the intercom.


“Emily, great to hear from you.  Why don’t you come on up and tell me what you have in mind?”


Cool as a cucumber, Emily decided.  Definitely worth her time.


“Great.  I’ve got a pair of passes to the best gallery opening of the season.  I think you’re going to be interested.”


Roderick appeared in the library fifteen minutes later.  His hair was still wet and stringy, pulled back into a ponytail while it dried.  His clothes were the more familiar fare:  an old pair of parachute pants from the early ‘80s, a t-shirt that read “Hotlanta River Ride ‘89” in white letters on hot pink fabric.  Bashir sat in one of the huge leather chairs, feet tucked underneath her, reading through one of Roderick’s ratty old New Age tomes of crap.  The title read Faeries, Elves and How to Gain Their Favor.  


Bashir looked up at Roderick’s entrance, glancing from his clothes back to the walls around her and the chair in which she sat.  It would never cease to surprise her that someone like Roderick could end up owning a house like this.


“You wanted to talk?” he asked her as he settled slowly onto a couch and stretched out, flat.  Something suggested he wasn’t in a mood to pick a fight; Bashir took advantage of it and jumped straight to business.


“Certain tests I have performed around the city indicate that Mr. White is very definitely here.  He has been observed in the vicinity of my clan’s chantry.  It also appears he has been attempting to verify that nothing of the city’s main points of vampiric influence has changed in the months since he was here last.  It would seem he is gathering information.”


“Information he’ll use to try and seek revenge,” Roderick finished for her, having seen all this in a hundred spy flicks before.  “He’s making sure the weak spots he might have known about before are still weak, and the same goes for the strong spots.”


“Yes,” Bashir replied.  “He’s also been near this house.  Across the street, to be precise.  Twice in the last week.  Once was last night.”


That got Roderick’s attention.  He shot up to sit on the edge of the couch, turning to face Bashir, eyes going very hard very quickly.


“He’s been here?  Watching my house?  And I didn’t notice it?”  His voice was strained, his jaw trembled.  Bashir made a mental note of such strong territoriality, and moved on.


“Yes, and no.  Was he physically over there, across the street, hiding in the Morgandorfer’s bushes?  No.  Appealing as it might be to me to think of him in such a humorously silly position, he was not there physically.  It appears to me that he was astrally projected, from somewhere else in the city.”


Roderick knew what astral projection was, in that he’d heard about it.  Mr. Greene – Principal Greene – had told him about it.  He had, in fact, offered to teach it to him.  Roderick hadn’t quite made up his mind about Principal Greene, though, so he’d claimed he already knew how, and turned down the offer.


“How the fuck did you manage that?”


Bashir produced a black cigarette from somewhere in the folds of her dress and lit it off her palm, then tossed the pack to Roderick’s side before going on.  “I’m a Tremere.  I believe you are aware that we enjoy very specific powers unique to our clan, particularly given your tendency to refer to us by less savory nicknames for wizards or warlocks.  I did it by magic, which is utterly unimportant.  The point here is this:  I can recognize where he’s been, not least of which is because he still carries a demonic taint.  It is, as a matter of fact, more pronounced now, which is a bad thing.  And he is definitely here, and definitely gathering information so that he might plan something.  It is undoubtedly revenge.  We must act, and we must do so soon if we wish to defend ourselves effectively.”


“Okay,” Roderick agreed, using an infinitely more mundane method of lighting the cigarette he took from Bashir’s tossed pack:  a Bic disposable.  “So what do we know?  He’s a Tremere, and a powerful one.  He’s started worshiping demons.  He’s got more of this demonic taint stuff, so that means he’s probably auctioned off a little more of his soul, right?”


“I assure you,” Bashir stated calmly, “’This demonic taint stuff,’ as you put it, is for real.”


“I…believe you,” Roderick admitted after a second.  “I didn’t believe in demons until all this Mr. White shit started happening in the first place, but after you’ve seen one all up close and personal, there’s no real getting around it.”


Bashir nodded her head.  “Well said; we certainly had an educational encounter with the topic those few short months ago.  However, you are unfamiliar with exactly how demons work, yes?”


Roderick shrugged and took a drag of the cigarette.


“I figured as much; few people are familiar with their methods.  And before you ask, yes, I was taught a pittance about them as part of my training.  We are brought up to rely on ourselves and the clan, not outside sources of power which are ultimately self-destructive.”


“Uh-huh.”  


They exchanged a loaded glance; Roderick was about as certain that Clan Tremere was free of demonic influences, now that he knew demons really existed, as he was certain that monkeys would fly out of his ass on demand.  Bashir, in turn, was fully aware of these thoughts, written plainly in Roderick’s eyes and his cocky little smirk.  It didn’t help that Mr. White was Exhibit A for the prosecution.  After another moment, she went on.


“As I was saying, you must understand how demons work.  Demons do not make you sign a little slip of paper saying, ‘Yes, I will give my soul over to Hell at death.’  Demons certainly collect souls, but not all at once.”


Roderick’s brow wrinkled now that they were getting back to business; here was something he wasn’t sure he understood.


“They say, instead, that they will give you something – a magical ability or power, a sum of money, a promotion at work, whatever the target desires, although generally they’re things of a supernatural nature, since their subjects are generally occult-oriented.”  With this, Bashir set aside the book she’d been reading, with the spine turned out so they could both read the title at a glance.  Exhibit B, for the defense.


“Right,” Roderick said.  “So they just wander up every now and then and give Mr. White something nifty and new?  I am totally unaware of where you’re going with this.  You make demons sound like some pretty cool guys, to be honest.”


“I am not finished,” Bashir corrected him.  “They will give you something, in return for something else.  There isn’t so much a system of currency, in which one soul is worth X thing in return.  It’s more like a system of barter; a favor performed for the demon here and now will be done in return for a gift from the demon later.  This gift can be, as I said, pretty much anything, although it generally revolves around power as a central theme:  money, supernatural abilities, etc.  The victim of the demon’s corruption will gleefully perform small evils in return for seemingly sizeable rewards and instant gratification of the powerlust they feel.  Then, in time, they’ll grow bored with their gift, and desire something bigger and newer.  Conveniently, the demon reappears shortly thereafter and offers it to them – in return for some larger evil.  This becomes a cycle, through which the demon addicts its victim by giving them ‘fixes,’ if you will, of power and abilities in return for larger and larger evils they must perpetrate.  In time, they will do anything; at this point, the demon will demand they promise their soul in return for limitless power.  They readily agree.  The demon takes their soul.”


“And they never get the limitless power, just the little fixes along the way.  Once they sign on with the demons, that’s it, no more favors,” Roderick said, nodding his head.


“Precisely,” Bashir nodded her head.  “Now, we know that as of January, when we first…”  She groped for an appropriate phrase.  “Encountered first-hand the evidence of his corruption, Mr. White was not fantastically more powerful than before, but he had powerful allies.”


“He had a fucking huge demon running around the front yard of the house he’d taken over,” Roderick said, tapping ash into an ashtray and looking at Bashir like she’d just taken off her nose and put it back upside down.


“Yes.  He had a demonic protector or servant.  Likely the being was not a true demon, so much as an automatonic supernatural manifestation lent to Mr. White by the demon with whom he’d engaged in his contract.  And, although he was, as you say, ‘fucking huge,’ he was dispatched with concentrated effort and a small amount of luck.”


“We tricked him into taking on a solid form and I unloaded a Gattling gun into his back at point-blank range.”


“Yes, this is true.  Regardless, he was able to be defeated, with effort.  Now, however, Mr. White’s demonic residue left behind by his spiritual presence is stronger.  It is safe to assume he will have more powerful tricks up his sleeve of a demonic nature.  This shows he has been willing to barter further.  He has begun the downward spiral, and will grow worse in time.  In fact, the chaos spawned by his act or acts of revenge against the vampires of Seattle may even be what his demonic influence asks in return for greater power.”


“Okay, so Mr. White’s a bigger bad-ass this time around, and will only get worse unless he’s stopped.  And odds are, the Prince isn’t going to be in any more of a mood to believe us about this than he was last time.”


“Exactly.”  Bashir turned after speaking her one-word agreement, and glanced at the spine of the book she’d been reading.  “I wish to speak of Trevor now.”


“Only if you give me another smoke,” Roderick replied.


“A fair trade.”  The pack sailed through the air twice more.  “You say he’s a vampire who feeds on dreams, but that he identifies himself as a fairy or the like.”


“Right,” Roderick sighed.  Last night hadn’t gone well at Emily’s.  Not well at all.  But now he’d burned off a bunch of steam, with Principal Greene’s help.  He could handle talking more rationally.  “He feeds on people’s dreams.  I’ve watched him.  I mean, not that I could see dreams coming out of their ears or anything, but…well, you know what I mean.  I could feel it.  Especially once I flipped on the Spidey Senses.”


“Yes, I know what you mean, in a general sense,” Bashir agreed.  She lit another cigarette of her own and said, “Roderick, there is an important point which I would like to make, but before I do so, I’d like to say that I do not mean this as an accusation.  I have no desire to offend you intentionally.  I have no desire for anything other than cooperation between us, given the current circumstances.  Picking fights is only going to serve to make revenge all the easier for Mr. White to attain.  That said, as I mentioned, there’s a point I feel I must make which may be of no small importance.”


“Spit it out,” he said, trying not to make it sound as bitchy as it was.


Bashir took a drag from her cigarette, exhaled, and nodded at the book – the title still declared Faeries, Elves and How to Gain Their Favor for all the world to see.


“Would you agree that dreams are a part of the soul?”


Roderick’s eyes followed Bashir’s to the spine of the book, and his jaw swung open like a rusty old gate on a hinge.


Emily and Trevor sat at a table with a tiny lamp, more lampshade than light, just enough to illuminate the ashtray into which Trevor was tapping his cigarette.  The gallery itself had been almost completely dark; the only sources of light were more tiny lamps such as this one, at other tables scattered in corners around the lobby.  In each room of the showing, individual wall-lamps shed light over each piece of art (mainly oils on canvas, with the occasional sculpture – nothing special, as it turned out).  Her conversation with Trevor had been polite and breezy, discussions here and there of one work or another.  Both she and he were writers, not visual artists, but they had an appreciation for that sort of thing.  From everything she could tell, Trevor was a perfectly nice guy, but something still nagged at her about him – definitely his aura was messed up somehow.  Her own was pale, she knew; most people’s were just normal, sort of calm.  His was unbelievably radiant and wild, almost like a psychopath, or a lupine.  His conversation, though, was careful, guarded, intelligent.  She was starting to wonder whether this had been worth an evening of her time after all, considering how very little she was actually getting him to talk about himself.


A sudden tingle ran up the back of her spine, and she perked up in her seat.  Trevor, who had been deconstructing the fashion crime being carried out by some portly patron of the local artistic scene standing in another corner, noticed, and looked over at her.  “Is it something I said?”


“No,” she muttered, as she quickly glanced around.  Something was wrong.  Something was –very- wrong.  Every nerve ending in her body was telling her that something very dangerous was very close-by.  She scooted her seat a little closer to Trevor’s, getting her back more into the corner, and looking around again.


Still, she couldn’t see what it was that was bothering her.  Nothing.  No one else seemed to notice that anything might be wrong.  A few measured, calming breaths, and although the feeling remained, she was beginning to doubt its validity.


“Who’s that guy?” Trevor asked, nodding very faintly in the direction of another table in the room.  At it, a lone figure sat, only his right hand visible in the lamplight as he flicked a cigarette of his own.


Emily’s danger sense kicked into overdrive.


“That’s Mr. White.”

