Seattle by Lava Lamp, Episode 6

Emily and Trevor share a revelation; Roderick tells a secret to Bashir and asks her help; Trevor tells Emily a secret, and a sort of peace is made; Information is shared, and a makeshift grave is dug.

“We have to leave,” Emily blurted out, pulling her eyes from Mr. White, on the other end of the gallery.  Trevor met her gaze a second later, and she realized he had been watching Mr. White as well.


“Call this a hunch,” he said, “But you know that man, too.”  Emily waited a moment to respond, then nodded.  “So do I,” Trevor continued.  “I’ve seen him before.”


“Where?”


“At a friend’s replace.”  Again, Emily waited a beat before replying.


“We are going to leave calmly, right now.  Then we are going to drive around while you convince me that Mr. White is not a friend of yours, as well.”


Trevor’s eyes widened a millimeter as Emily started to gather up her purse.  His own fingers flew to shove the gallery schedule and show program in his pockets as he stood.  “No, he’s not my friend, no.  He was at a party.  Last October.  It was at a friend’s place, but that guy wasn’t invited.  Somebody else brought him along as a sort of gate-crasher.”


“A gate-crasher someone else brought to this party?”  Emily refrained from adding the ‘gee, sounds familiar.’  “Your friends need a better class of gate-crasher.  Why was he there?  What did he do?”


Trevor wrinkled his brow as they stepped out of the doors to the gallery, not even checking to see if Mr. White might be following them.  “Hey, this isn’t an interrogation.  My turn to ask a question.”


“My time, my car, my enemy.”  Emily drew keys from her purse to jangle by her side as they crossed the parking lot.  “My questions.  What did Mr. White do at the party?  What was his purpose in being there?”


“Your enemy?”


“You heard me.  And no evading questions with other questions.  You seem like a nice guy, Trevor, and I have no desire to be harsh with you, but you are already on thin ice for various reasons.  Do yourself a favor and win my trust right this instant.”


Trevor paused – the door to the gallery opened and they both snapped their heads around only to spy a doddering old man hobbling out on two canes, with a nurse fussing over him.  Trevor looked back quickly at Emily, over the top of her Bentley.


“I don’t know why he was there.  Like I said, someone else brought him.  But they pulled…my boss out of the party for some little conference, and when they came back, Felipe – my boss – he was pissed as all he—heck.  Fired the guy who brought Mr. White on the spot, and had them both hauled off the property.  That’s all I know.  Honest.”


“It was a work party?”


“Sort of,” Trevor replied, glancing back at the little old man.  “Can we just go?”


“You have a smart boss,” Emily muttered, unlocking her door and climbing in to unlock his.  “Get in.”


“Happily, considering what just came out of the gallery.”


Emily glanced back and gestured.  “The old sack of bones and his piece of nursely ass?”


“Look again.”


She did, and saw what Trevor meant:  the old man and his nurse were there still, but they were something else as well.  Where the doddering old man stepped, there was also Mr. White in his place, sort of overlapping him (underlapping, she thought, if that’s a word – he’s underneath the old man somehow).  Sharing the nurse’s space was no nurse, but a hulking mass of ash-gray flesh, seared to the bone, with the skeletal outline of a set of wings o its back.  Emily could only think of one word for it, “demon.”


Mr. White-the-old-man looked back at her and smiled, lifting a few fingers to wave, then kept walking away.

==============

Roderick’s House

==============


“Trevor is not a demon,” Roderick replied in a steady voice.


“Your opinion is your own, of course,” Bashir replied with a mild shrug.  “Give yourself time to consider my suggestion, in light of the fact you believe he feeds from people’s minds or dreams or somesuch.  In the meantime, Mr. White and his return are our immediate concern, since we know him to be an agent of demonic forces.  I should return to the chantry and warn them.  The Regent will want to inform the Prince and obtain permission for a formal bloodhunt.”


Roderick blinked once or twice.  “What?  Are you crazy?  The Regent and the Prince have got to be the very last people we should tell.”


Bashir arched an eyebrow, inviting further explanation.


“Come on.  Are you crazy after all?  Bashir, we have not been the best of buddies.  You and me trying to kill each other off and on for six months has not gone unnoticed.  Horus told me so before he died – there were people afraid we would end up breaking the Masquerade.  If you toddle on in there to warn the Regent or Vito, they’re either going to think we’re lying for some reason and kill us, or they’ll believe us, panic and start some crazy witch-hunt purge.  Do you want to rock the boat right now?  Or give Vito an excuse to show his strength as the new Prince by taking care of a couple of trouble-making neonates?  Same goes for the Regent, since he’s had the distinct pleasure of taking over from Mr. White’s term in office.  We have to have proof, or do this on our own.”


“And you would rather do this on your own, I take it?”


“If it saves my skin and gives us the chance to look like old enemies who made peace and got rid of a threat like Mr. White?  Fuck yes.”


“And if we fail?”


“Good as dead either way, whether we give ourselves over to starting a panic no one will soon forget, or whether we die trying to kill Mr. White.  At least we might stand a chance with White.”


Bashir considered this for long seconds, then a minute, then a minute more.  Roderick fidgeted while she did so, impatient to get down to business.  Bashir ultimately considered herself first in all things; she needed a reputation boost in the clan.  You don’t get assigned to leave the chantry and live with a kook to keep an eye on him by winning any popularity contests.  The new Regent was shaky, unsure of his new position.  If this were played right, she might end up replacing him in turn…


“Agreed,” she finally said.  “But I know nothing of demons beyond what little I’ve said so far.  Suggestions, given that I cannot gain access to clan materials on demonology with no reason to supply?”


Roderick took his turn at silent pondering, before getting abruptly out of his chair and nodding.


“Horus wasn’t a Tremere, but he was Prince for over a hundred years.  I’ll bet there’s something in his journals.”


“You have a former Prince’s diary?”  Bashir tried hard not to look as shocked as she felt.


Roderick shrugged.  “Nobody went through the house before I bought it.  Rumor has it his ghouls all burst into flame when he died..”


Bashir stopped, halfway out of her own seat.  “That is not a common end for a ghoul.”


“Nope, sure isn’t,” Roderick nodded as he walked towards the doors out of the library.  “Just another something to figure out, after we take care of Mr. White.  C’mon, Horus’ journals are down in my room.”

================

Emily’s Car

================


Emily could not help noticing that Trevor was growing more and more nervous as they drove.  The more questions she asked, and the more answers he gave, the more he tensed various muscles.  By the time they’d made it halfway across town, Trevor was a bunched-up wad of rigid muscle, fingers knotted together in his lap and both feet pressed into the floorboard like he wished he could push himself up and out of the car altogether.


Who had brought Mr. White to speak with Trevor’s boss in October?  A guy named Benedict.  What business did they all work for?  Nothing she would have heard of.  What line of work, then, what industry?  A lot of things.  Elaboration?  Property management, art holdings and psychology.  (Emily didn’t believe that grab-bag answer for a minute, but let it slide.)  What did Benedict handle for them?  Acquisitions.  Had he acted differently before introducing Mr. White to their boss, Felipe?  He’d always been a bastard, but he was more of one before that, for a little while.  Just generally nastier than usual.  Did Felipe act differently after meeting Mr. White at that party?  A little more paranoid, more careful than before, extra security and the like.  (Mafia, Emily decided.)  Finally, she’d had enough of watching him approach freak-out levels.


“Look, Trevor, is something wrong?  Besides what we saw in the parking lot, something even more immediate?”  Her voice was cross, snappish.  Trevor, for his part, broke completely.


“Christ!  How can you drive this thing, are you blind?  What the fuck do you mean, is something wrong?  Look around you!”


Emily looked hurriedly over both shoulders for signs of Mr. White, half expecting to see him clinging to a door handle and cackling like a phantom from a children’s story, but she saw nothing, only other cars, other drivers, city streets still fairly crowded.  She shrugged, but Trevor’s eyes remained darting around outside the car, then once at the hood, before cutting back to his own hands as he whispered, “It’s not real.  Waking nightmares.  I know what it is.  It’s not real.”


Emily lifted her eyes from Trevor and his whispered mantra to look again, and she saw it all now.  Other cars were still there, but drivers were missing or mangled beyond recognition.  The vehicles themselves were alive, monsters of metal prowling the streets in search of prey, chrome-plated maws snapping sometimes at one another, other times at her.  Smoke wafted from each hood, where a B-movie pentagram straight out of a Chick tract burned atop them.  With sudden fright, Emily realized the outline of the very same mark had begun to glow red-hot on her own car’s hood.  All she could do was gasp and make a hesitant move for the brake.


“No,” Trevor wheezed, eyes clamped shut.  How he knew she was about to bring the car to a screeching halt remained beyond her knowledge, but she held her foot back.  “Just drive.  Ignore it, none of it’s real.  I know what it is.  He’s making us hallucinate.  I know how at least part of this works.”


Emily nodded barely, and kept driving.


“We’re going to talk to Roderick and Bashir.”

==============

Roderick’s House

==============


The Tremere and the Malkavian sat on opposite ends of the king size bed in Roderick’s room, across the basement hall from Bashir’s room and laboratory.  Piles of old books sat between them, and the flip of a page was all that disturbed their silence, until Roderick leaned forward and poked Bashir on the knee.


“Here.  I think I found something.  Horus keeps talking about a Gangrel who’s caused him problems.  Says he runs around at night with ‘great, black man-beasts, ferocious in tooth and claw, with arched, leathered wings.  When I hear their howls – distinct from all this town’s nightly cacophony of man and beast – I have no difficulty believing that these beasts of the wild, and Joseph of the outlanders, roam this jungle in search of blood and souls.’  He says they keep getting closer to the civilized areas…”  A few more pages turned rapidly.  “And…yeah, here he says he’s challenging this Joseph guy to a duel.  He thinks Joseph is worshipping demons and has to be put down.”


Bashir set aside her own selection from the stack, listening for more.


“Next night, waiting for Joseph to show up at midnight, blah blah blah – here we go.  The handwriting is all shaky.”  He cleared his throat.  “’Joseph has met his end, although I am not left unscathed.  A hundred men will not slake my thirst, but I am alive to recover in time.  All that is of note, besides Joseph’s demise, is that his body did not go to ash despite his great age.  Once my stake found its mark and I severed his head, a light remained in his eyes.  I have buried him in the back gardens, very deep, and will watch his grave closely in nights to come.’  That’s it.  He never mentions it again in the next two or three months.”


“In reading later entries,” Bashir gestured to less worn texts by her side, “He makes no mention of this episode.”


“Horus does say he’s certain Joseph was into demons, though,” Roderick nodded after the Tremere.  “He says Joseph cried out for help, shouting some weird name over and over and calling it ‘master.’”


“This is good indication of his enslavement to someone or something else, yes,” Bashir agreed.  “What did he do with the corpse, bury it?  Odd that he didn’t burn it.  Well, where was the garden?  And where in it was the Gangrel buried?”


Roderick scanned the text for a minute and nodded.  “Six paces southwest of the tallest oak.  Cedric told me when we moved in that the back yard used to be a formal garden – stone paths of flagstones were hiding under the grass back there.  And there’s one massive oak in the middle of the yard.”  He looked up.  “We’d better start digging if we want to check out a Gangrel that withstood a stake and decapitation but didn’t die.  It was ninety years ago, but it’s something.”


“Allow me to change clothes,” Bashir said, and together they rose from their perches to gather tools for an exhumation.

==============

Emily’s Car

==============


“Just keep telling yourself it isn’t real,” Trevor kept whispering to Emily, as she tried to drive and maintain some semblance of calm.  If she looked – really paid attention – she could see that it wasn’t real.  But it sure as shit seems real, she told herself.  A couple of traffic lights blurred as they shot past, growing bat wings and catching themselves on their own supports to hang in mid-air, screeching wildly.  Rather abruptly, her vision clouded for a moment as a wash of something filled the car – another gasp and she managed to keep back her emotions to get a grip on things despite the Beast deep down starting to lunge for the surface of her thoughts.


The car was filling with soap bubbles.  


A sideways glance revealed Trevor sitting there, blowing frantically into a little, plastic ring he was dipping into a container of soap stuff she’d seen in stores.  They were made for children.  Her thoughts cleared just long enough for her to wonder whether he’d gone completely insane, regressed somehow to hide from the hallucinations they were having (had Mr. White hexed them with a wave, she wondered?), when her vision also cleared.


“There,” Trevor panted, closing up the bottle of bubble mix and tucking it into his backpack.  “That should keep the visions away.”


Emily looked out at the perfectly normal street down which she was driving, and gaped.  “What did you just do?”


“A trick I know.  I told you I knew what he was doing.  Although search me for how he knew how to do that.  My kind’s the only ones that know how to make dreams come alive.”


Silence laid heavy on the two of them as Trevor suddenly caught himself, realizing his slip, and they came to an easy stop at a red light.


“Your kind?” Emily asked calmly.  “Roderick says that you are some sort of mind-vampire, that you feed on dreams.  I am assuming that he has told you what he and Bashir and I are, as well.  Is this true?  Is this thing you’ve just done some manifestation of the dreams on which you feed?”  Her voice was quiet; she didn’t like talking this way in front of someone who wasn’t a vampire, but enough was enough.


“He said I’m a what?”  Trevor couldn’t restrain something that sounded like a strangled chuckle.


“A mind-vampire.  Ridiculous, I know.”


“I’m not any kind of vampire.  But I know that you are, yeah.”


Emily nodded, putting a hand to her temple as the light turned green and they started to pull away, making a right to head towards Roderick’s neighborhood.  “Then what are you?”


“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”


“Young man, I have been on this world longer than I care to tell you or remember myself.  I have seen my fair share.  You cannot surprise me.”


“I’m a fairy.”


Emily growled in frustration.  “I don’t give a good goddamn about whether you like boys or girls, child.  I have been dead from the waist down for more than a century.  Now stop playing games.”


Trevor couldn’t help laughing, which added to Emily’s ire.  


“No, you don’t get it.  I’m a fairy.  I’m an elf.  I’m a changeling.  You know, brownies and pixies and people stealing mortal babies to replace them with look-alikes that grow up to be abusers and thieves?  That’s me.  But none of the books you’ve read are very accurate.  And yes, I know fairy magic, and yes, I feed on dreams.  That sounds so fucking dumb when I say it out loud.”


“That is absurd,” she murmured in reply.


“So’s drinking blood and throwing parties and being alive forever.”  He shrugged.


“Prove it, then,” Emily smirked at her challenge.  Whatever random Malkavian this friend of Roderick’s was, she would not be fooled by his ramblings.


“I know that you dream every day.  I know you dream of a house on a moor in Scotland, because that’s where you came from.  You don’t use your American accent when you dream, you speak like you did when you were alive.  And you dream about a man you knew then, who’s still with you now although he hasn’t been alive since shortly after you met someone you call your sire.  I know that when you have these dreams, he comes to see you in them, because it’s something a ghost can do, and it’s the only time you can talk.  When you wake up, if you let him hang around following you, all he does is beg and plead and scream at you, and make you feel guilty for being alive when he will always be dead.”


Once again, silence laid heavy on the car’s interior as Emily drove in stunned silence.


“There now,” Trevor said after a few seconds.  “You know what I said is true.  There’s your proof.  I even answered all your questions about when Benedict brought Mr. White to visit Felipe, my boss.  Can we stop playing little games like this now?  And no, I have no intention of telling that stuff to Roderick, or Bashir, or anyone.  Dreams are sacred.  I watch them because I have to do it to survive.  I don’t share what I see there with other people.”  Another pause.  “Roderick’s house is three more driveways down this street.  Didn’t even realize you were going the right way, did you?  That’s something else about me.”


Emily hit her turn signal.  “Okay.  I believe you.”  She couldn’t think of any other reply.

==================

Roderick’s Back Yard

==================


Bashir and Roderick were both covered in mud up to their waists, a spade in each pair of hands.  Bob, shaggy fur turned brown up to his neck, was helping as best he could, excited by both his owners playing in the yard together.  Metal and claws had separated the earth into chunks and piles slowly at first, but determination had won out.  Five feet down, a clang of spade against bone rang out, and they all froze, Bob sniffing the air wildly before letting out an abrupt whine.  Roderick cursed under his breath.  


“Finally,” he muttered, bending to brush some dirt away from whatever he’d hit with one hand.  Underneath the remaining muck and mud and rubble was something white and narrow.  Further brushing away revealed what was a collarbone.  Moving up the form, he confirmed that the spine ended abruptly, and there was no head.  “Okay, let’s clear the rest of it off.”


Bashir produced two large paintbrushes from her pockets, and handed one to Roderick.  “This might help.”  Together they went to work on opposite ends, while Bob cleared out of their path by scrabbling up the slanting sides of the hole they’d dug in the earth.  From above, they could hear him growl a little more loudly with each inch of skeleton they uncovered.  


“Got a stub of what might be the stake here,” Roderick said, pointing it out.  


“And I’ve found the skull, near his feet,” Bashir replied.  A few more minutes of careful brushing had the thing almost entirely unearthed.  “Odd that he would leave behind a skeleton.  It’s like a mortal corpse more than a vampire’s.”


Roderick shrugged, fingering the two or three inches of black, slimy wood which protruded from the rib cage.  “Should I yank it out?  I mean, it’s not like he’s still alive.”


Bashir pondered for a moment.  “I agree.  He has no flesh left to hold vitae.  Perhaps it’s more of an environmental anomaly that his skeleton remains.  His corpse would have been protected from sunlight, but worms and other scavenging creatures in the ground may have taken his flesh.”


Roderick yanked for a second, gesturing for Bashir to assist with the slick artifact of a stake, before they pulled it free and fell backwards onto the pelvic area of the skeleton, shattering bone underneath their weight.


“Oh, holy fucking shit,” Roderick cried, as they both scrambled to get out of the hole, and Bob’s growling turned into a rapid-fire succession of barks.


Emily and Trevor marched in silence from Emily’s car, ringing the doorbell.  Emily had never been here, but she was impressed.  Whatever else Roderick might be, he was apparently wealthy enough to have a nicer house than her own.  Run-down looking, though.  


The door opened, and Cedric nodded to Trevor.  “Sir, madam, may I be of assistance?”


“Yeah, we’re here to see Rod and Bashir,” he replied.


“They’re in the back yard, doing some gardening.  I would be happy to prepare you a drink if you wish to wait.”


“No thanks, we’ll find them ourselves,” Emily muttered, and the two turned and were gone around the corner of the house before Cedric could stop them.  


However, they were just in time to see Roderick and Bashir, caked in mud, clambering as fast as possible out of a deep hole, with the oversized St. Bernard perched at the top of the hole, yapping its head off at a thunderous volume.  


“Perhaps that was not so wise,” they heard Bashir say to Roderick, as they approached.


“No shit,” was Roderick’s reply.  “Fuck, it’s growing skin!  He really was still alive!  Do something!”


“Why should I do something?” Bashir demanded as they came to their feet, then approached the hole tentatively, glancing in and then back at one another quickly.


“You’re the witch!  Wizard!  Warlockette, whatever you call yourselves!  Don’t you have some holy water or something?”


Bashir stood there, eyes wide, hands searching through the pockets on what looked like a shabby old outfit she might use to change the oil in a car.  “Rowan, cinnamon sticks – cinnamon sticks?  Sugar, salt…”  She pulled out a shaker that might be found on a dining room table and started throwing salt into the hole while her other hand still searched.


“What’s going on?” Emily asked as she and Trevor jogged up to them.


“Got it,” Bashir said as she produced a smallish glass jar with a tight seal on it, about the size of a perfume bottle.  Roderick stared at her, and she shrugged.  “I needed some for research a while back.  Lucky it’s still in here.  I just hope it doesn’t lose potency.”


The other three looked on while she loosened the top and then threw the bottle into the hole – where Emily and Trevor could now see what looked like a half-rotted corpse that was…growing flesh?  The bottle shattered, dispensing its contents in a fine spray, and a cloud of black smoke and steam erupted from the hole while the corpse at the bottom writhed wildly, headless, jaw on a disconnected skull working frantically as it tried to scream.


“We’re figuring out that demons are real,” Roderick whispered, voice shaking, to Emily and Trevor’s shocked expressions.  “Oh fuck, we have to kill Mr. White.  Fast.”

