Seattle by Lava Lamp, Episode 7 – The Hunters Haunted

Emily demands answers; Bashir supplies theories; information is gathered through observation, and an unusual quest meets with success.


“We’re figuring out that demons are real,” Roderick whispered, voice shaking.  “Oh fuck, we have to kill Mr. White.  Fast.”  The quiet that rushed in around the four of them was near-complete, punctuated only by the hiss of old bones dissolving in Bashir’s holy water, a few feet below them.


After a long few moments, Emily finally spoke.  “What the hell is going on?  Why is Mr. White showing up at art shows I go to, and making me hallucinate that other cars on the road have been possessed, and are going to eat me?”  Her hand reached out faster than the eye could see, to collar Trevor and yank him off the ground.  “And what the fuck is your friend?  Why the fuck does he blow bubbles and talk about fairy magic?”


Bashir turned surprised eyes towards Emily, and towards Trevor (whose feet dangled in the air as he struggled to breathe), and she sighed quietly.  Roderick just worked his jaw up and down.  


“Okay,” he whispered, turning around to take a few steps from the grave they’d unearthed.  “Things are getting a little intense right now.  We should take things one step at a time.”


Emily continued to hold Trevor aloft, waiting for answers.


“Mr. White made pacts with dark forces,” Bashir said, standing stock still.  “He promised his soul and the souls of others in return for power.  Roderick and I discovered information about a similar incident in this city’s past, regarding a Gangrel the old Prince tried to kill.  This was his body.  Through some infernal power, he was granted immunity from standard methods of achieving Final Death.  We were confirming the threat of demonic influence.  It also serves to confirm a theory I have read of before, regarding the tendency of a demon to latch onto one specific area or region and make repeated attempts to corrupt it entirely.”


Roderick nodded his head, back turned to all of them, running both hands through his hair.  “Yeah.  Yeah, we were confirming that demons have been here before.  I don’t know about demons liking to pick a home and set up shop or anything like that, but the bit about the Gangrel, yeah, that’s what we were doing.”


Trevor continued to dangle in Emily’s grasp.  His lips were starting to turn a little blue.


“And your friend?”


“He’s a changeling.  He’s one of the fae.”  Roderick wasn’t running his hands through his hair anymore, so much as he was massaging his scalp.  Or trying to crush his own skull, very slowly.  “He’s not a vampire.  He’s sort of the other end of the spectrum.  But he understands what we do; he knows stories about us.  He doesn’t like to admit it, but he’s more like us than you’d imagine.  But he dies easier.”  Roderick started to bend his knees, squatting on the ground, hands wrapped around his own head.


“I believe he is choking to death,” Bashir added.  Emily glanced up at Trevor, whose eyes were starting to roll back in his head.


“Sorry,” she mumbled, before dropping him.  He collapsed like a sack of potatoes.  “One thing at a time.  Right.  Mr. White.  Demons.  What do we do now?  Are you telling me a demon has set up shop in Seattle, and is corrupting vampires?  Is he trying to corrupt us?”


“Unlikely,” Bashir took a few steps forward to press her fingers against Trevor’s neck, confirming that he had a pulse still, before straightening up and looking at Emily again.  “It is more likely that he has been here for some time.  What do vampires do, Emily, throughout history?  Move with the people on whom they feed, claiming new territory as their own, making a name for themselves among other vampires; demons, some theories have it, are no different.  By thoroughly corrupting a given area – say, Seattle – one might gain prestige or power among its own kind.  I suspect this is what’s occurring.  Mr. White was likely the most prestigious of this demon’s marks; the demon would naturally wish revenge upon us.”


“That doesn’t explain why he’d come after me, though.  We just met formally a few nights ago, at my party.  I never had anything to do with running Mr. White out of town.”


“Then perhaps the demon sees you, mistakenly, as a close ally, and believes you had something to do with it after all.  Or perhaps he merely has chosen you as an innocent victim.  It would fail to surprise me.”


“It doesn’t really matter, does it?”  Roderick’s voice was muffled now, as he’d begun to press his forehead against the earth – cool, sweet, solid earth.  He was covered in mud from digging; he was bathed in earth.  He wanted more dirt on him, around him.  He wanted to be in his basement, with his books, to have everything just go away for a little while.  He wanted Mr. Greene to tell him what to do.  “I mean, fuck, why does it matter – the reasons for what he’s doing?  He’s doing them.  We have to stop the demon, stop Mr. White, stop all of it.  We have to just stop it.  We can figure out why later, right?”


Emily and Bashir exchanged a glance as each wondered what sort of episode Roderick was about to have, or already having, and Trevor groaned meaningfully as he awoke to consciousness again.  


“There is a certain persuasive power to what he says,” Bashir said quietly, directed to Emily.  “Mr. White and the demon or demons with which he has trafficked must be thwarted.  We need a plan to act quickly.”


“Suggestions?”  Emily looked weary.  Midnight, and it had already been a long night.


“Sweet Jesus,” Trevor moaned from the ground, flat on his back.  “What hit me?”


A high-pitched laugh came from Roderick, as he rose to squat on his knees, smearing a little mud between his fingers.  “Sweet Jesus,” he echoed.  “That’s what we need.  Holy water.  Loads of it.  A twenty gallon drum if we can find it.  And we need big-ass super soakers.  And we need to go after Mr. White instead of sitting on our asses like this.”  Other than his sudden fascination with wet dirt, he sounded remarkably lucid.

“That is so ‘Bordello of Blood’ it’s not even funny,” Trevor replied, rubbing his throat.  


Emily and Bashir shrugged at one another.  Roderick rose to his feet, and Trevor staggered up to do the same.  


“Yeah, well, you know.  I’ve always wished life could be even more like a bad horror movie.”


“Okay.  Holy water.  Is that going to be a problem for you people?”


Emily and Bashir looked to one another again, before Bashir shook her head.  “Most ‘holy water’ is utterly ineffectual.  The vast majority, in fact.  We were fortunate that I had a small sample of genuinely potent sanctified water for experimental purposes.  I doubt that plan will be successful.”


Roderick and Trevor took their turn exchanging a glance, and then Roderick dusted himself off while speaking.  “No, I’m pretty sure we can find the real thing.  I mean, the Chantry lab you got that stuff from had to find it somewhere themselves, right?  And I’m willing to bet they got it locally.  And part of Trevor’s whole ‘fairy magic’ schtick is that he can get us where we need to be, wherever that is.  If anyone can get us holy water in a hurry, it’s Trevor.”


Trevor shrugged at them.  “Like I told Emily, I just sort of end up in the right place.  It’s worth a shot.”


“I’ll take a shower, and you can drive.”  With that, Roderick turned to walk inside.


“I suppose,” Bashir muttered to Emily, “This leaves us in charge of locating Mr. White himself.”


“And we’re hoping that means the demon, too, yes?”


Bashir nodded.  Emily gave another heavy sigh.

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

Somewhere off Interstate 90

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


“Where in the fuck are we?” Roderick asked as Trevor’s VW Vanogan turned abruptly off the main road and onto a rutted, gravel, single-track pass.  Trees jumbled past as the van puttered through mud and scraped branches on either side.


“Beats me, but when the wheel jumps in my hand, I have to follow it.  I can’t really explain it.”


“Yeah, yeah, yeah.  Ooh, lights ahead.”


“Multi-colored lights.  Just like a little country church you’d see in a movie.”


“Score,” Roderick whispered, clenching his hands into fists in his lap.

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

Somewhere near the docks, Seattle

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


“And this is going to lead us to Mr. White?” Emily’s voice dripped with disbelief.  She didn’t like Tremere to begin with, and now she was driving down a city street, in a part of town she didn’t like whatsoever, past tiny takeout places for foreign delights and a bevy of cheap whores who looked like they’d take a trick just to get out of the rain that had started coming down about ten minutes before.  


Bashir held a marble cup of some sort in her hands, staring into a potion she’d mixed up before leaving.  It reeked of blood and, for lack of a more specific term Emily could use, guts; little pink bits floated in it, sort of hypnotically drifting around in one direction, then another.  


“Yes.  I have attuned it to Mr. White’s blood-signature.  Hopefully, it will lead us to him like a sort of homing device.”


“You have some of Mr. White’s blood?”


“I helped chase him out of town.  It was not a non-violent endeavor.  I took the opportunity to gather a small sample at the time, in case it would be useful later.”


Emily decided not to ask about the uses; any number of unpleasant ones sprang to mind.


“Turn left here,” Bashir ordered, as the pink bits in the bowl bobbed and swirled suddenly.  


“That takes us towards the waterfront.  Just a bunch of warehouses down there.”


“Many of them unused,” Bashir added.  “Abandoned, rotting, but with ceilings that probably keep out the sun.  It sounds typically unoriginal, as hiding places go.”


Emily just nodded and turned the car down a side-street, to the left.  A bolt of lightning arced the sky ahead of them, and she shook her head.  Very ‘Bordello of Blood.’

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

A quiet country church

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


Most of the church’s lights were off, but there were clearly candles burning inside.  Roderick couldn’t make out any specific denominational affiliation, but it was just a little white church in the middle of nowhere.  The parking lot was just some worn tracks in front of it.  Very few people probably ventured out of the Pacific Northwest jungle to make it to Sunday services.


That didn’t seem to make a difference, though; to Roderick, the place felt horribly, irrevocably wrong the minute he saw it clearly.  In fact, he’d bunched up in the passenger’s seat of Trevor’s van and started to curl into a ball, one hand wrapped around the seatbelt and the other clinging to the oh-shit handle on the ceiling of the van.


“Well, we’re here.  Might even be somebody home,” Trevor said.


“Great.”


They opened their doors, and Roderick took a few wobbly steps towards the place.  He’d never felt like this before – everything in him said to turn and get in the van and leave, and never ever ever come back again.  What’s wrong with this place, he asked himself.  Or is something just wrong with me?


“You okay?” Trevor asked, voice dropping to a whisper.  “You’re looking a little pale.”


“Very funny,” Roderick growled, but he did shoot a hand out to steady himself on the Eshu next to him.  “Let’s get this over with.  Me and my good fucking ideas.”


Trevor helped Roderick along, and together they mounted the steps.  Roderick found himself utterly unable to try the door, or knock, however.


“You’re gonna have to do the talking.  I think I’ll just stagger along for moral support.”


“Right.”  Trevor reached out and took hold of the knob a little gingerly, then opened the door just enough to gaze down the aisle of the chapel.  At the very front, kneeling on a communion pad, was a small man with dark hair, dressed in a rumpled button-up shirt and slacks.


“I think somebody’s praying.”


“Fuck yes, they’re praying,” Roderick managed to whisper.  “Jesus Christ, you hit the mother lode.”  A spasm of something unpleasant shot through his body when he took the messiah’s name in vain, though, and he shut up. 


The figure on the kneepad turned, and looked away from his candles to the two figures outlined in the door.  “May I help you?”  He sounded a little afraid.


“Father…or Reverend.  My friend and I have a, uh, favor to ask.”


“Come in, come in.  Are you in need of help?”  The  man’s voice, and his question, said it all:  he didn’t care if they were here to rob and murder him.  He’d feed them a hot meal before they did it.  “I’m Reverend Lee.  Please, come in.  It’s raining out.”  He lifted a candle, and the light showed his face:  bony, at least partly Asian in origin, dark hair parted down the middle.  The candle reflected in stereo from lenses of his glasses, as he started to walk towards them.  “Is your friend sick?”


“Uh, no, it’s not for my friend.  Roderick?  Stop buckling your knees like that.”  Trevor shoved Roderick so that he caught himself on the end of a pew, just inside the door, and Roderick put one arm around his own stomach for a moment while he regained his balance.  “We need some holy water.”


“Are you sure he’s alright?  And why do you need holy water?”  The preacherman came closer, and Roderick sagged onto the pew, waves of revulsion washing over him with each step the man took towards them.  “Your friend looks very ill.”  His voice was all sincere concern; he had no idea what was going on.


“No, look, he’s fine.  He’s doing great.  He got a little carsick.  Look, reverend, there isn’t much I can do to explain.  We’re in need of holy water, though.  Lots of it.  All you can make in twenty-four hours.”


The priest stopped as he reached them, looking at Roderick and then back to Trevor.  “That’s an unusual request, young man.  Might I ask why?”  Looking at Roderick again, he reached out to put a couple of fingertips against his forehead, checking for a fever.


“Whoah, no way,” Roderick gasped, scrabbling a few feet into the pew, to get away.  “No touching.”


It hit Reverend Lee all at once:  whatever this man was, he was sick, but he wasn’t sick like the preacher thought.  There was something wrong about him that made red flags go up the reverend didn’t even know he had.  


“Father above, protect me,” he whispered as he stumbled back a few paces as well, mirroring Roderick’s feeble attempt at escape.  “What sort of demons have come to tempt me?”


“No, look, he’s not a demon,” Trevor said, throwing his hands up.  He was in way over his head, he realized.  Maybe this wasn’t so smart.  “But…but there are demons.  Well, one demon.  And…we’re trying to fight it.  Father, Reverend, whatever, you’ve got to listen.  We need holy water.  We need it tomorrow night.  We need it fast.  We’ll make a big donation.  We’ll build you the new Sunday school wing or whatever.  We’ve got to have holy water.”


“You’re trying to tempt me.  You’re demons…I’m a man of God.  I won’t have you in a place of worship!”  He was still whispering, still backing away.  His fingers were working the collar around his neck, agitation growing greater.


Roderick sat still for a second, getting a grip on his metaphorical balls, and focused on the matter at hand.  “Father, I’m not here to tempt you.  I’m here to ask for your help.  We need holy water.  You think I’m something bad, but trust me, I’m fighting something worse.  I need holy water in a bad way.  If you’ll just say yes, I’ll leave.  Please, father.”  With another moment’s thought, he maintained his mental focus.  “Someone is asking you for help.  It’s your job.”


Trevor put a hand to his forehead.  Great, now the vampire is bossing around a priest.  We’re going to get the Presbyterian Inquisition called on us or something.


The preacher surprised them, though.  He stopped in his tracks, and ceased fiddling with his collar.  Instead, he watched Roderick for a moment, and finally drew a breath.  


“You’re battling a demon inside you as well, child.  You’ve got the demon within and the demon without, don’t you?”


Roderick and Trevor watched him in silence.


“You’re a creature of the darkness.  Yes, I can see that.  But there’s a little light left in you, too.  You battle greatly with sin, don’t you, son?”  Still, neither replied.  Things had just taken a turn for the even weirder.


“I see the fight in your soul,” the reverend went on.  “The demon in you is strong.  But so is the child of God.  I’m going to pray for you, young man.  You’re fighting the battle we all fight, aren’t you?”


Roderick looked at the priest for a second, glanced at Trevor, and then replied, “Maybe.”


Reverend Lee’s smile did nothing to relax either of them, but he nodded his head and let it hang there.  “None of us are proud of the temptations which we face, especially when we succumb to them.  You’re no different from any of the Lord’s children in that.  There’s no reason to be ashamed.”


Roderick’s mouth closed; Trevor started to fish in his pocket for his keys.


“I’ll prepare the holy water you request.  Return tomorrow night, and I’ll give you all I’m able to prepare.  But I’ll be praying for you.  Both of you.”  


Trevor and Roderick both nodded, mumbled a polite thanks, and started for the door.


“Drive safely,” the priest said to their backs, as they closed the door and ran for the van.

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

Near a warehouse, Seattle

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


Bashir and Emily sat in Emily’s car, down the street from an empty warehouse.  The pink stuff in the blood stew Bashir was cradling in her hands had started to pulsate and fizz when they’d driven past it the first time.  Now they just sat and watched while the rain poured down and both of them used the advantages of their sight to look through the rain at the long, tall building that stood dark, unattended, a sign on the door informing the world that this property had been condemned.


“I don’t like this,” Emily murmured.


“Patience is a virtue, Emily.  We have eternity to wait for them; complaining is pointless.”


“Not waiting for them,” Emily replied a little testily.  “Not sitting here waiting to see if Mr. White goes in or out.  I don’t like all this that’s going on.  Great streaks of lightning in the sky, unearthed graves in Roderick’s yard, visions of Mr. White at my poetry reading, you and your blood magic, Roderick and Trevor going to get holy water and super soakers?  Mr. White selling his soul to a demon?”


“It is an unpleasant topic.”


“It also feels…weird.  It feels like it’s all going according to a formula somehow.”


“It sounds like a story, yes?”


“Yes.”  Emily shrugged.  “That sounds dumb.”


“No, it serves as evidence in support of another of my theories,” Bashir said, setting the bowl of blood and entrails on the dashboard of the car. 


“Lay it on me.”


Bashir cut a glance at Emily’s slang, and then nodded.  “Consider the work of a demon:  it makes promises which are appealing to non-demons, in return for their souls.  But what is the soul?  Is it the electrochemical activity of the brain?  Is it a person’s belief in religion, spirituality, the Divine, et cetera, or lack thereof?  Or is the soul something intangible and un-understandable, which we cannot define?  It would seem to me that, regardless, a person’s beliefs, their worldview, their experiences, would be a part of the soul.  Now, by what are beliefs shaped?”


There was a pause, and Emily waggled her head while answering.


“Education, upbringing, experience?”


“Yes.  But Mr. White was old enough to no longer be very influenced by his childhood, I would imagine.  He has, however, had quite a lot of education in the occult, and he has the experience of a couple of centuries in Clan Tremere, reading others’ documentation and collection of incidents of the supernatural, probably including with demons.  Plus, Mr. White is not the only soul to interact with the demon.  In a tangential fashion, so have I and so has Roderick.  So have all those familiar with the current situation.”


“Uh-huh…”


“My point here being, of course, that if demons traffic in souls, then suppose that their method of operation, their various modi operandi, are shaped by those souls?  In essence, what if they behave as dictated by the expectations of their targets and others involved in their deal-making and acquisitions?”


“You’re saying that all these weird little ideas and things are popping up – hallucinations of demonic possession of machines, Mr. White going all creepy-obvious, visions during poetry readings, holy water working – everything is that way because we believe it should be?”


“Yes.”


“That’s got to be wrong.”


“Why?”


Emily searched for a response and then threw her hands up in the air.  “I don’t know.  It’s just wrong.  You’re saying demons are controlled by people’s beliefs.  Then why doesn’t Mr. White just believe that demons have to give him whatever he wants, for nothing in return?  Why don’t we just decide to believe demons don’t exist, and wish this one out of existence?”


Bashir shook her head.  “You fail to understand.  I said belief, education and experience, not imagination.  My soul and your soul and the soul of Mr. White are all shaped and reshaped over the years and decades by what we see and believe.  But what has been our largest instructor?  The topic of demons and how they behave does not come up in classrooms across the world, or in many private family discussions of theology.  For the duration of the 20th century, at least, most of humankind – and vampires who were paying attention – have received their education, which has led to their belief, from what?  What source of occult theories and operations can you think of immediately?”


Emily thought a moment, and then shrugged again.  “Horror movies?”


“Exactly.”


Emily laughed, and shook her head.  “You’re crazy if you think horror movies make demons act any one way or another.”


“No, Emily, I am saying demons act the way people expect them to, so that they have an easier time gaining souls.  Or because they consume souls of people who believe a certain way, and those beliefs take root in the demon, since he receives his power from those souls.  I myself have experienced the emotions of my prey, through their blood, when those emotions were particularly strong.  The same beliefs trapped in the souls demons take in payment, I theorize, would become a part of that demon.  It would, in effect, have to obey the “laws” of those beliefs.  And Mr. White might say to himself, ‘Aha, I will believe now that all demons must be my servants,’ but he doesn’t really believe that.  His decades of education and experience enforce other beliefs at a root level he cannot overcome through simple reassurance of self.  The same is likely true for you and I.”


Emily blinked once or twice and looked sideways at Bashir.  “Uh-huh.  You’ve put a lot of thought into this demon business, haven’t you?  At any rate, that still doesn’t mean that horror movies affect how demons act.  I’ve hardly watched a thing that could qualify.”


Bashir lifted her right shoulder in a half-shrug.  “It’s my job to think about the occult.  I have no special love of demons.  Infernalism is forbidden within my clan.  But yes, movies might not affect you or I, but imagine the average human being.  Remember how they outnumber us.  Overall, the souls of the world are mortal ones, with no idea what truly exists and what doesn’t.  Their largest source of occult instruction and experience would come from fiction, and on some level, if they believe in anything at all – and I believe that genuine faith in the supernatural, if unfounded, is more common among them than we might like to think – then those beliefs would be shaped by horror movies.”


Emily lifted both eyebrows and let out the rest of her breath, looking back at the warehouse.  “Hey, headlights.”  As she said it, a pair of dim lights made themselves apparent, coming around the corner ahead of them and turning towards the warehouse they watched.


The cup of blood began to pop and sizzle like a tea kettle, and Bashir nodded.  “Silver mini-van.  Mr. White, perhaps others.”


They watched, from safety, as Mr. White climbed out of the van along with a handful of others, and walked inside.


“Those were vampires,” Emily commented.


“Mostly vampires with marks of diablerie in their auras,” Bashir agreed.  “It looks to me like Mr. White has, in his search for allies, taken up with the Sabbat.”

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

The Suburbs

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


Roderick had regained his balance and a general sense of well-being as soon as the church was out of sight.  Now he and Trevor stalked the aisles of a Wal-Mart toy department in search of weaponry.  First they’d hit the clothing department – cheap parkas that were bulky enough to reach past their wrists and hoods that could be closed around their faces, Roderick had explained, would be absolutely necessary.  Next up they bought rain gear – yellow slickers to go under the parkas, for double protection, and dishwashing gloves (extra-large, to reach to their elbows).  Golashes were the next-to-last item.  Bleary-eyed third-shift employees waxed floors and tidied aisles lackadaisically as they made their selections.  Now Roderick and Trevor took turns pushing a cart loaded with three sets of each item of clothing, walking between rows of Pokemon and Rugrats merchandise.  


“No, look, we need the big guns with, like, three chambers on them.  They hold over a gallon of water.  I saw an ad for them the other ni—“ Roderick’s instructions were halted abruptly when his phone rang.


“Roderick Surrett.  Uh-huh.  Oh, good.  Uh-huh.  Um…fuck.”  He paused, listened for a while, as Trevor ignored him and started trying to reach boxes on a top shelf.  “Okay.  We’ll be there in a little while.”


“Was that Bashir and Emily?”  Trevor held up one of the boxes after retrieving it, for Roderick’s approval or condemnation.


“That was Bashir and Emily, yeah.  They say we’ve got to get back to my place to talk things over.  They found Mr. White, but he’s got friends.  Apparently we’re going up against more than we bargained for.”


“One elder and his demon buddy aren’t enough?”  Not a single drowsy, Wal-Mart associated head turned in surprise.  You hear all sorts of whacked shit when you work graveyards.  So to speak.


“Nope.  The really nasty vampires are with them.  We’ve got to refine the plan.”


They nodded at one another for a second, and then Roderick gave a thumbs-up.  “Good gun, by the way.  We’ll need…a couple dozen.”


“I’ll get another cart.”


