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Plans made are then enacted; a demon shows monsters their own monstrosity; battles are fought and white hats turn ash, or black.  


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


Emily was slap full of questions, for her part; filled to brimming, in fact.  But what would have been the point of asking them?  At the time they were all too scared to question.  Roderick seemed to have found some inner strength to lead the other three.  And now...well, now it was far too late to start questioning his plan.  For one thing, he was on the other side of the warehouse with two AK-47’s, trying to pin down the Sabbat who had him pinned behind some crates.


Thinking of the crates made her stop for a second as she pushed bullets into one of her empty clips, hands working a blur while Trevor pumped out shot after shot in slow-motion over her head.  In truth, it was something along the lines of a half-second in which she paused, but the difference was negligible.  The crates – those were the important thing in this reflective moment.  The crates had been full, full of dead mortals.  Some of them might have been new vampires, she imagined.  Troops stuck in torporous sleep, awaiting a bath of blood to wake them up.  Some of them were obviously simply dead, white as sheets, all the blood they’d held pumping as vitae through the dead veins of the enemies around them.  Some were hardly recognizable as mortal or anything else, given the state their bodies were in.  She could only think of one word:  sacrifice.  They’d been sacrificed to the demon.  That much was obvious from what handful of markings she’d recognized on the scored flesh that remained.

There had been more Sabbat than any of them had guessed, as well.  Thirty, maybe more.  Drunk on a blood feast – the four of them had been lucky to gain that element of surprise and have the advantage of sobriety.  Trevor had retched once or twice at the sights this fight had offered, crates exploding in the spray and spilling forth their treasure in one smelly, slick sloughing out of flesh.  Still, despite having been separated from the others, she and Trevor held their own, taking down a few Sabbat with some lucky shots and not taking many of their own.  Emily had been hit once, but overall she was moving way too fast for the Sabbat to see her, half the time, much less shoot her.  

Toreador might be considered useless, she considered as she slammed in the fifteenth bullet and slid the clip home, but we’re fast.  I wonder if we get so good at it just so we can come out with those quick insults we love?  The thought amused her, so she was grinning when she bolted into place over the stack of crates they’d made a refuge and unloaded her two pistols into six vampires in the time it took Trevor to hit but one. 

In another corner of the warehouse, the action itself was mere backdrop as Bashir stepped out of shadows and into view of an unharmed, unfazed Mr. White, former Regent of the Tremere.

“Clanswoman,” he said evenly, with a slight nod of the head.

“Clansman,” Bashir replied.  “It seems you’ve made a mess of yourself.”

He smoothed an already wrinkle-free tie and smirked, “And you have not changed your arrogant ways, childe.  A vampire for what now, four years?  Five?  So weak.  Pitiful.  And you dare to defy my orders when the blood in you must surely sing out to join me instead?  Or do you not feel the loyalty our clan demands?”

Bashir reviewed her various options in the realm of retorts, without moving or even looking at him.  She could have pointed out he was the one who’d jumped ship, gotten recruits, gone infernal, and come back to retake the city, but really, it would simply dignify his pomposity – despite the fact his jab really did dig in and stick in her craw.

“Ballsy piece of shit,” she said in reply.

His smirk grew wider.  “Yes still arrogant.”  A fluttering of his lips as though bored, while one of his allies, or hers, screamed a death wail at the hands of some enemy on the other side of all the smoke and noise.  “Is this where you, the brash Tremere neonate, has a face-off with me, the foolish elder who made a quick grab for power?”

“Something like that.”  Bashir didn’t like how he’d nailed that on the head.  Uh-oh, the doctor in her said.  Yes, doctor – that’s what she’d been before.  And the doctor in her knew when a diagnosis, whether of a patient or a situation, was somehow wrong.  

“Then this is where I tell you how foolish you are, in turn, for imagining it was all so simple as a mere rebellious urge for revenge.  Yes, I summoned a demon.  Yes, I recruited young Sabbat.  Demons want sacrifices.  Vampires make nice ones – I think demons rather like the taste of Beast when a vampire finally shuffles off the cliche of the mortal coil.”

Bashir didn’t say anything.  The doctor in her was chanting uh-oh over and over.

“So,” Mr. White went on, straightening a cuff poking out from his boring gray tweed jacket, “My demon is having the feast of its life.  How many vampiric souls will it feast on tonight?  How much power do you think it will gain?  And yes, it is under my control – I brought it over to this realm.  I can send it back.  And when this fight is said and done, no matter who wins, I will be the controlling force behind a very strong, fat and happy demon, indeed.  One who will only be hungry for more, though.  Seattle will make a lovely second course.”

Here Bashir’s memory started arguing with the doctor, and some relevant thoughts surfaced from the two of them.

“You honestly think you brought that demon here, Mr. White?”  Bashir laughed abruptly, a low growl of a chuckle, hoarse from all her cloves and a little fear.  “Fuck, you’re stupid.  That demons been here at least a century and a half.  Probably a lot longer.  There’ve been vampires trying to bind and control it for decades.  Shit, even a childe like me was able to figure that out.”  She laughed again, louder.

“Foolish gibber,” Mr. White shrugged.  “Your opinions, which are worthless as always.”

Bashir’s shoulders started to shake from her laughter.  “Oh, you dumbfuck.  When your demon decides it’s had enough neonate souls and they’ve lost their flavor, who do you think it’ll turn on?  You said your damn self you can send it back.  What if it doesn’t want to go?  Yeah, I’m only four or five years a vampire.  What about you?  Do you think you’ll not have a tastier Beast for your decades of letting it out every now and then?”

Mr. White was a little longer in replying.  “I think I am weary of your childish theories.  You know nothing of demons.  Besides, assume you are correct – what then?  If you kill me, it will be guaranteed to be unable to return to the spirit world.  You’ll be stuck with a demon with no master at all, which I’m sure you’d find even less pleasant.”

“Maybe.”  Bashir took a couple of steps closer.  “Maybe not.”  The stake showed in her left hand, a sheen of blood-sweat at her temples.  She’d made herself stronger.  She was prepared to end him now.

“Bashir, tsk, tsk.”  Mr. White took a step closer as well, spreading his left palm to show a tiny flame dancing there.  “Do you think I am defenseless?  Or yourself impervious?  You foolish childe, you forget our most basic weapon.”  With that, he stepped forward again, and pulled her to him brusquely in an abrupt embrace, flame growing in his palm.

“You’d burn us both,” she said evenly.  “You’d die as well.”

“The Sabbat,” Mr. White replied, “Is not without unique tricks of its own.  Tonight, no flame will harm me, and I’ll hold your corpse as you die in flames.”

The flame leapt from his palm and caught on her dress, spreading like bright water...before going out abruptly.

“I am not without my own surprises,” Bashir murmured into Mr. White’s chest – the breast of her former Regent – and his face went stark white as he shuddered abruptly, pain spreading out from his own heart.

“You called me an arrogant, rebellious childe,” Bashir went on, hair pressed into that tidy necktie he wore.  “You taught us flame.  I taught myself ice.  I hope you find it a unique application of reverse engineering.”  She pulled free just as his arms turned bright blue, and his face froze in surprise.  Not an inch of him moved, caught as he was in her instant deep-freeze.  With her strengthened hand held high, she shook her head once to either side and brought a balled fist down against his throat.  A thousand shards of Mr. White sprayed from where he stood, some turning to ash before they’d even hit the floor.

That untidy bit of melodrama done, Bashir returned to shadows.

For his part, Roderick’s contribution to the fight thus far had been nothing so scripted.  His basic plan had been to have four machine guns over his shoulders – another advantage of a father who had been a weapons buff – and simply mow down anything that got in his way until he could find the demon.  It was that simple:  let the part of him that wanted to kill, kill.  The rest of him could wait.  

He hadn’t been disappointed.  

A dozen Sabbat had charged him at once, knocked back down again by a spray of lead from the gun Russians had built to survive being dropped in the Moscow River and still be operational.  One clip, two, seven, ten later, a dozen and half another were laying twisted on the floor.  Bullets popped out of the occasional opponent as they forced blood into wounds that were keeping them from being mobile, but Roderick had found that a quick shot to the knee or the forehead put them back down for a while if not permanently.  It had been ugly, bloody – he pushed flesh to cover bullets that peppered his own body as well, and yanked out one knife from somewhere near his useless kidneys, but all in all, he’d come through it just fine.  

Then something unusual had happened – all the Sabbat had cried out at once, like having something ripped out of them.  Bashir had told them this, that if any of them were bloodbound to one another, and one died, the others might freak out.  Looked like the stories were true, maybe.  All of them at once had simply wailed for a moment or two, and only a tiny minority of guns kept firing.  In those seconds, the tide had turned.  A handful managed to get out a door and leap into the silver mini-van they’d stolen, riddled with bullets as it was, to make their escape.  They’d been left to escape – no point chasing them down.  They’d be in California before sunrise.

So it was in those first moments of blessed silence, smoke drifting across the floor, the sound of Emily and Trevor calling out to him, to Bashir, the sight of something that was probably Bashir herself slipping behind crates to slip towards those voices, that Roderick thought he might not see the demon after all.  He was simply standing there in the middle of the warehouse floor, enjoying a few moments of rest, his Beast starting to pace in its cage because it wanted more blood to cover those wounds.

But the smoke started to move.

The guns would be useless, he knew.  Utterly pointless to keep them, much less reload.  He tossed them aside, and turned to look at the human shape forming from the gun smoke itself.

“Hello, Roderick,” the smoke-thing rumbled.  It was like the bass in a good stereo, vibrating somewhere in Roderick’s chest.

“Hello,” Roderick said, nodding.  “Mr. Greene, I presume?”

The familiar shape of the supposed fellow Malkavian began to form in the gray mist, and a head vaguely nodded.

“Yessssssssss,” it breathed.  “Very good.  You have always been a good pupil.”

“It was your speech last night that gave it away.”

“I thought it might.  But I felt you were too valuable a prospect to risk telling too little.  I meant every word that I said, Roderick.  A demon will show you all the ways one can go wrong.”

Roderick nodded his head as he mulled that over, footsteps nearby telling him Bashir, Emily and Trevor had started to take note of what was going on.

“And Mr. Greene was one of the ways I could go wrong,” Roderick stated.

“Yes.”  The Mr. Greene-like thing of smoke smiled, a giant gap in its wispy head.  “Mr. Greene – a persona I have used with no small success – is one of the ways you could be wasted.  He is the personification of frivolity when it comes to pain, destruction, suffering.  You, on the other hand, understand it as a science, an art.”

“A necessary evil,” Roderick finished the sentence.  “A part of us all that needs to be let out.”

“Yessssssssssssss,” it rumbled at him, longer and even lower this time.  Roderick’s whole body resonated to the sound.

“Why?” Roderick asked, looking at the form a few yards away.

“Because,” it replied.

“That’s all you do?  Show people their dark side?”

“It is a creature’s meaning, when one is like myself.”  The demon expanded a little, smoky wings unfurling from its back.  “It is its own reward.  To darken the world a little here, a little there; it is my purpose.”

“So people, vampires, fairies, whatever – so they can be nastier to each other?”  Roderick’s voice was even, emotionless, the question mark something a listener would have had to fish around to find.

“Yeeeeeesssssssssssssssssssssss.”  The voice was just a little louder this time.

“Ignore it, Roderick,” Bashir said from behind it, where she and the other two had taken up guarded positions to view the conversation.  “Its master is dead.”

“Not master,” the rumble snapped, correcting.  “Summoner.  I continue to exist in this realm.  I continue to do my work.”

“But you want another summoner,” Roderick said, nodding again, once.  “And you picked me to replace Mr. White.  For a little while, that is, so that I could be a little more like a demon myself.”

“I teach.  I have said as much.  Take or leave it as you like.  The choice is yours,” the thing breathed, and its voice was a sweet caress.  “But you would miss a world of opportunities.  Primogen, perhaps Prince?  Perhaps even Justicar.  And all for simply realizing the stunted potential of your own monstrosity.”

Roderick laughed.  He opened his mouth, and a laugh came out, and he couldn’t hold it back.  “You want monstrosity,” he said, amid giggles that were growing stronger.  “You want monstrosity?”  What Roderick wanted was to have never met Mr. Greene, to have never tried to understand what it was that made him want to kill.  He wanted blood, he wanted quiet, he wanted to be in his living room playing video games and ignoring politics and having none of this ever have happened.

“It is all possible, all you just envisioned,” the demon went on.  “Merely ask.”

“You want monstrosity,” Roderick said, and his anger began to grow.  “You...want...monstrosity.”  He wanted not to be hungry so badly, he wanted all the things his body wanted sometimes to just go away.  A switch in his head flipped on, and his body went away – or rather, he went away from his body.

In the realm of the physical, Bashir and Emily and Trevor saw Roderick pass out.  He just fell over after repeating that phrase over and over, and lay there.  Emily and Trevor both dove for his body, as the smoke-demon disappeared as well, and Bashir quickly dragged out the very last of her holy water and some chalk from the deep recesses of her pockets.  

“We must work quickly,” she said to no one other than herself as she saw to her craft.

In the realm of the spiritual, Roderick’s astral self exploded into being as he leapt free from the confines of his body.  There, the demon existed as well.  It was something big, black, scaly, with gray wings coated in rotted feathers and tattered flesh that might once, some part of Roderick thought, have been a blinding white.

Not that he really cared much about angels at the moment.

Being free from his body did a lot to change his perspective rather abruptly.  Namely, there was nothing vying for his time besides his own thoughts and the demon before him – a demon looking more surprised by the second as Roderick’s astral body started to search around for a shape that reflected its truest nature most closely.

“YOU WANT MONSTROSITY?” Roderick screamed, voice shrill, as his entire lower torso twisted and contorted, the Beast trying desperately to have its moment in the spotlight.  “YOU WANT SUFFERING?  DESTRUCTION?  PAIN?  You’ve come to the right place, fuckface.  Billions served, and you’re next in line.”

WHAT IS THE MEANING OF THIS, the demon’s voice boomed in his head.  YOU WOULD STAND AGAINST ME?

“Sure, why not?”  Roderick’s spirit body continued to twist and turn around itself, back in on its own natural shape, the Beast shrieking and tearing madly at its leash somewhere deep inside.  “I’m your best student, aren’t I?  Your little Mr. Greene act taught me well, you stinking son of a bitch.  Mr. Greene showed me exactly what a monster could be, and that it all sat just below the surface in me as well.  Oh, yeah, there’s one I learned and good.  I learned I’m a monster.  I learned we’re all monsters.  I learned the only difference is some people are monsters with a chainsaw and some people are monsters with their passive-aggressive bullshit in some suburban hell family and some people are monsters with the petty power trip they get in some bureaucratic job and some people are monsters with the ways they abuse themselves.  I’ve seen my monsters, seen every last one of them in the faces of the people Mr. Greene showed me how to torture, kill slowly, let beg for their death before I make it last just a little longer.  In them, in me, in every fucking thing on earth.  You think you’ve got a surprise up your ass?  I doubt it.”

Roderick’s spirit-body, growing bigger and bigger with rage, started to step towards the demon.

The demon, milk-fed on fear and weakness, stood silent in the face of misplaced courage.

In the realm of the physical, Trevor and Emily hustled the Roderick body out to Trevor’s van while Bashir walked in fast circles around where the demon had stood, chanting something.   

“Get Bashir,” Emily ordered.  “We have to get out of here.  I think Roderick’s in torpor.”

Trevor cast another glance at the warehouse, where Bashir continued her circles and chanting.

“I think he’s somewhere else entirely,” Trevor replied.  “Back in a second.”  With that, before Emily could protest, Trevor tore a stretch in the fabric of reality with his finger and stepped through to let it slam shut behind him.

IDIOT, the demon’s mind rang out as Roderick stalked towards it on giant Beast-legs mismatched horribly against his naked stomach.  YOU ARE EVEN MORE MAD THAN YOUR BLOOD SHOULD MAKE YOU.  I AM A DEMON.  YOU CANNOT HARM ME.

“No?”  Roderick asked, grinning wide like he’d just had an amusing thought at someone else’s expense.  “I dunno.  See, I’ve thought about this.  You’re a demon.  And demons subsist on emotion, belief – mental stuff.  And wow, what’d’ya know, we’re both mental stuff right now.  Astral.  Spiritual.  My body’s somewhere back in the warehouse on the other side of some dimensional gate or something, probably, but here I am, soul and all, just a sack of walking beliefs and emotions, Beast and all.  And I’m hungry.  Why should you get all the tasty morsels to yourself?”

WHAT it thought stupidly, as Roderick walked right up to it, towering over it with rage and hunger.  WHAT YOU SAY IS MEANINGLESS.

“I think not,” Roderick said, and his astral mouth split into a giant maw, set to swallow a pickup truck, as he brought it down against the demon’s throat and he started to drink.

FOOL, IGNORANT AND UNGRATEFUL BAG OF MORTAL FEC—the demon managed to think.  And then, abruptly, it disappeared.  Roderick’s mouth slammed shut again on thin air, and the Beast in him collapsed as well.  He stood there, on the plain ashen floor of a spiritual reflection of a warehouse, all alone.

A glimmer of light a few feet away blossomed and collapsed, and Trevor stood with him, covered head to toe in some sort of gossamer robe, strips of fabric rapped around his temple, a scimitar in each hand.

“Hi,” he said.

Roderick looked to one side, then the other, before staring up at Trevor.

“I guess I missed the fun?”  Trevor seemed very relaxed.

“Yeah,” Roderick said.  His face was blank, his voice quiet, hollow.

“You got rid of the demon?”

“I think so.”  Roderick’s shape shifted abruptly to one side, like a television tube going on the fritz, and he said, “See you back on the other side.”

Moments later, as Bashir emerged from the warehouse, turning to blow a waft of flame into it to encourage the destruction of evidence, and Emily impatiently cranked the engine of Trevor’s van, and Trevor rematerialized next to the van itself from another rip in reality, Roderick awoke in the back of the van.

Somewhere inside him was some touch of the demon into which he’d sunk his spiritual fangs, a drop of the infernal that now flowed into his psyche and through it.  The Beast slept peacefully, but Roderick was faced with the power of that single taste of Hell.  For the first time he could remember since being Embraced, he curled up in a little ball on the van floor, and started to weep.

