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Plans are made when a conference is called; advice is sought from suspect quarters; theories begin to take shape and an attack is prepared.

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

Roderick’s House

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


Roderick, Bashir, Trevor and Emily sat in Roderick’s sitting room, an over-arching Victorian affair that, frankly, clashed with Roderick’s personality.  Tucked into gigantic, overstuffed chairs, two packs of cigarettes on the coffee table between them and a cigarette in every hand, the four of them spoke quietly about the matter at hand.


“Okay,” Roderick started, “So the Sabbat is helping Mr. White.  How do we know that for sure?”


“Several of them had diablerie lines in their auras,” Bashir replied in a quiet voice.


“I can…tell a great deal by someone’s aura.”  Emily spoke slowly, knowing the sort of secret she was about to give away.  “More than the rest of you.  I know they’re Sabbat.  Although Mr. White is not; he’s merely using them as cheap allies.”


“Fodder,” Trevor murmured.  


“Exactly,” Bashir replied.  She and Emily had been filling Trevor and Roderick in on their observations of Mr. White’s warehouse.  “They appear to be sharing a single vehicle – silver mini-van, American make and model, we’ve got their license plate.  If nothing else, we could quietly supply that information to the state from which it was doubtless stolen.”


Roderick shrugged.  “Not much more than an annoyance, but annoyances are good in their own right, I guess.”


The other three shrugged as well; somehow, reporting the Sabbat’s van as stolen lacked oomph.  Silence started to settle in over them as they considered the situation.


“Okay,” Emily started, after a minute.  “He’s got Sabbat with him.  I’ve had almost no experience with them, but I do know this means they’re probably pretty young.  He’s also probably signing them on for service to the demon, so they’ll have some tricks up their sleeves.  Assuming they haven’t been signed up already, since they’re Sabbat to begin with.”


Roderick let out a breath, fluttering his lips in frustration.  All this sounded less and less pleasant.

Trevor was quiet, paying close attention.  Bashir, however, let out a stream of blue smoke as she spoke up.


“Actually, that is a misconception:  that the Sabbat encourage infernalism.  They strongly discourage it”


“How do you know that?” 


“It was a part of my training as a Tremere,” Bashir shifted towards Roderick as she replied, tapping ash in an ashtray.  “It is useful information, especially given our circumstances.  If there are infernalist Sabbat, then there will be other Sabbat not far behind, seeking to exterminate their demon-worshiping compatriots.”


All three blinked at once.


“More of them will be coming?” Emily sighed.  “Great.”


“That’s something to worry about later,” Bashir shrugged again.  “For now, we have one infernalist, his pack of trainees, and a demon.  Quite enough for my mind.”


“But none of us have ever fought a demon, right?”  Roderick was ardently cleaning under his nails as he asked, cigarette dangling from his lips, distracting himself.   Silence was their chorused answer.  “Right.  None of us have ever fought a demon.  Well, okay, Bashir and I sort of did, when we went up against Mr. White the first time, a few months back.  But we’re pretty sure this was more of a...like, a demonic protector, or something, not a full-blown denizen of Hades and all.  We've got holy water coming in mass quantities.  We’ve got protective gear and super-soakers.  But I somehow doubt it’s going to be as easy as hosing this thing off and watching it melt.  We need to consult other resources.”


“I don’t know anyone who could assist us.”  Emily shook her head, running down a quick list of allies.  


“Neither do I,” Bashir shrugged.  “It’s been established I can’t check out every tome on demonism in the Chantry library.”


“I might have someone to ask,” Trevor said, thinking.  “If nothing else, I can find out more information on Benedict, the guy from my side who was helping Mr. White back then.”  A sigh.  If only we’d known what was going on in the court, he thought.


“I’ve got somebody I can talk to.  Local Malk.  Not much of an elder, but he knows nastiness when he sees it.”  This pronouncement brought a couple of raised eyebrows from Emily and Bashir, but Roderick didn’t offer anything further.  “I’ve got to make a call and go see him.  Later.”

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

A suburban home, Seattle, 3:43am

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

Principal Greene, Roderick knew, would be the person to ask about demons.  Even if Mr. Greene had never seen one, he would know about them, and this was a gut feeling Roderick simply could not shake.  So, he’d called up the man – the man with whom he’d shared a handful of incredibly brutal killings in the last year or so, his “instructor” in the enlightenment one can find when they bring pain to another – and asked to meet him for a chat.

He’d be happy to see Roderick, Principal Greene had said.  He had a new technique to show him anyway.

The thing was, Roderick knew, that Principal Greene was a sick fuck.  He liked to keep people alive while he did unbelievably painful things to them.  The drill bits and the trephination had seemed mildly tame compared to some of the things Principal Greene told Roderick he’d done before.  If anybody was going to know about demons, it was a guy who was a sick fuck.

“So what is the matter at hand?” Principal Greene had finally said, when the evening’s activities were finally done and Roderick, coated in a fine sheen of red sweat and the thicker blood of a local fundie who’d led a tiny campaign to have all fantasy novels removed from local school libraries.  The fundie himself was propped up in a corner.  Well, stacked might be a more appropriate term, given the number of pieces left.

“Well, I have a problem,” Roderick started.  Gods, but he felt like he was eight years old when he talked to Principal Greene.  Maybe it was the name, the way he insisted on being called “principal.”  Roderick had no idea when someone had chosen Mr. Greene to get the Big Flush and brought him over, but the guy was obviously 20th century.  And he loved to sit behind big desks.

“Please, tell me what’s wrong,” he cooed from a leather chair in their victim’s home office.  “You can tell me anything.  I’m only here to help.”  Like you helped this poor, book-burning schmuck? Roderick didn’t say it out loud, but it was there in his mind.  He tried to keep it down, though.

“It’s...” He tried to think better of saying what was going on, but Roderick couldn’t resist the urge to spill the beans.  He’d just had playtime.  He was feeling relaxed.  “Well, there /is/ this problem with my email.  It’s all dated three years in the future, and apparently Phoenix and New Jersey are at war with one anoth—nevermind.  That’s not what I’m here about, anyway.  Do you remember Mr. White?  The Tremere Regent until a few months ago?”

Principal Greene nodded his head solemnly.

“Well, he was into demons.”  Again, he nodded his head, and Roderick picked up the pace.  “He’s back.  And this time he brought a /real/ demon with him, it looks like.  And he’s more powerful.  And he’s got a bunch of Sabbat with him.”

“Good heavens.”  Principal Greene murmured through his fingers, watching Roderick intently.  “Are you planning on informing the Prince?  He wouldn’t be very likely to believe you.  Or he’d panic and start a civil war in the city.”

“Yeah, my thinking exactly,” Roderick sighed.  He realized abruptly that his shoulders were hunched, his feet were drawn in, one of his boot toes was digging into the heel of the other.  I’m acting like I’m eight, too, he thought.  “So the only option is to take him out, for good.  But things are complicated because this time he’s a bigger bad-ass.  Now, I’ve got some funky stuff to throw at him, because I’m a creative guy like that.”  He straightened up, fought to regain a little parity with Principal Greene.  “But I don’t know anything about demons themselves.  I thought you might be able to help.”

Principal Greene turn a little to one side in the chair, steepling his fingers before his mouth, looking into the middle distance.  “Demons,” he grumbled.  “Yes, I know about demons.”

Every time you look in the mirror, Roderick thought.  How long will it take for me to be the same way?

“I have never fought or faced a real demon myself, of course,” the man grumbled on.  “But I know of those who have.  They did not come away unchanged.  No, demons are fiercest in the ways we would least like to imagine.”

Roderick perked up.  Now he was getting somewhere.  “Like how?”

“Allow me to provide you with an analogy,” Principal Greene said slowly.  “I like to take them from what my students are likely to know and understand.  I hope you’ll allow me this quirk?”  He smiled, and went right ahead.  “Are you familiar with this comic about a man called Batman?”

Between the killing tonight and the overwhelming annoyance of being reduced to regression by Principal Greene’s attitude, Roderick lost his patience.  “Yeah, yeah, he has a demon inside in that somebody killed his parents and blah blah blah.  I’ve read it.  This is a demon /outside/ me.”

Principal Greene furrowed his brow, and then chuckled.  “No, you misunderstand me.  You jump to conclusions, and this is your greatest fault, Roderick.  Yes, Batman has demons inside him, but he uses them to fuel and focus his actions and his mind.  This is a good and proper use of the demon inside, which I think also serves a valuable lesson, but you didn’t come to speak of the folly known as the Beast.  I will excuse your brash language, and go on.” 

Roderick sighed, waiting.

“The villains which Batman fights present him with a myriad of challenges.  But beyond their henchmen and intricate plots that never seem to work and the like, they present Batman with an entire spectrum of other paths he might have taken.  The Penguin uses his wealth to create cruelty.  The Joker shows the Batman how it would be to accept his twisted fate and give himself over to insanity.  The Scarecrow is one of the most interesting of all, because he shows Batman the power of fear, and fear is so often Batman’s own weapon.  Perhaps most interesting are the Catwoman and the other female villains who show Batman how careful he must be in making sure his motives are good and just.  The women of this particular comic all have an otherwise worthy cause – the rights of animals, the environment – but their actions in acting on those motives are wrong, and thus the whole is flawed.  The conflicts of this comic are not the point – Batman wins every time, so this cannot be what is of value in them.  No, the point is that Batman’s villains show him all the places he could fail, and it is this unending discovery of how one might do wrong, go wrong, lose, or even succeed at too high a price that makes it interesting.”

Roderick shifted in his chair.  “Okay.”

“Roderick,” Principal Greene went on, “If a true demon is what awaits you, he is going to be far more powerful psychologically than physically.  They do not trade in guns and bombs, although they may support the idea in principle.  Demons trade in souls, and the spirit is the demon’s best battleground.  You must constantly question your own motives and actions, and remind yourself of how easily you might stray from whatever you choose as your one true path in this matter.  That is how the acquaintances I have had who fought demons and lived to tell of it found it to be.  Your spirit is your greatest weapon, but your weakest flaw.”

Roderick had heard enough of the wax-on, wax-off bullshit.  There were chunks of a dead guy in the corner, bleeding all over the place, because Mr. Greene wanted to show Roderick a fun trick with power tools, and this was what he had to say about demons?  Questioning motives and finding a one true path?  He had been right:  Mr. Greene was a sick fuck.  That Roderick had been here and had helped and had even enjoyed the work at the time meant he was no less sick, of course.

But I always forget.  I won’t let myself remember.  And I only do it when I get the urge, anyway.  That’s not often.  And I /make myself forget/, for a little while, anyway.  Mr. Greene remembers.  He always remembers it.  And that’s why, even if we’re both sick, he’s also a fuck.

It was a fine distinction, but an important one.

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

Roderick’s house, the next night

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


Roderick, Trevor, Emily and Bashir sat in the same study again, smoking more of the same cigarettes.  


“Did you find out anything from your contact?”  Bashir tried to say it mildly, but it didn’t work very well.


“Yeah, I guess,” Roderick shrugged, looking at the other two.  “But, let’s hear if Trevor found out anything else first.”


All eyes turned to the non-vampire in their midst, and he smiled weakly.


“I went and talked to my boss.  Um, see, we have a set-up that’s sort of like yours.  I mean, we have a Duke.  And, well, lots of titles and stuff.  Nevermind, though.  I went and talked to some people.  Word has it that Benedict is back in town, and we’ve got some people looking for him, but no luck so far.  However, I did get some interesting theories.  If Benedict and Mr. White signed on to work for a demon, together, part of the deal might have been that they get some of one another’s powers.  Like, normally nobody else can do...fairy magic.”


There was a quiet snicker from Bashir’s vicinity, but she stopped just as quickly.


“And, essentially, nobody else can do...vampire stuff.  So maybe they wanted the best of both worlds, and the demon snapped his fingers or waved his pitchfork or whatever, and made it happen.  If that’s the case, both of them are going to have unexpected surprises, and they’re probably still working together.  We just haven’t seen Benedict so far.  That might be why Mr. White was able to make Emily and myself hallucinate, but my powers or whatever made them go away again.”


The other three nodded, and fell silent before looking at Roderick again after a moment.


“Okay,” he said.  “The long and short of it is that demons can fuck with your mind.  We might be seeing some weird shit even after Benedict and Mr. White go down.  I say we take our super-soakers—“ 


“Which Cedric filled this afternoon,” Bashir interjected.


“Right, which are good to go, and we load up, we drive to that warehouse, we kick in the door, bust some heads, and kill a demon.  I’m tired of this shit.  It’s time to get it over and done with.”


“Strategy?  Tactics?”  Emily didn’t look challenging; she just didn’t look to eager to go bust heads.


“Kill stuff that moves,” Roderick replied.  “Any questions?”

