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		Epigraph


		You say the word
and lips are chilled
by autumn winds


		—Matsuo Basho
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		Introduction


		It’s my pleasure to introduce the republication of two novels by Nancy Baker, The Night Inside and its sequel, Blood and Chrysanthemums. Both were printed originally in the early nineties. As I recall, that was when editors and other knowledgeable people in publishing were saying, “The vampire vein is played out, it’s been saturated, it’s done.”

		Just as they’re always saying, about horror fiction in general and vampire stories in particular. So far, they have always been wrong. Vampires going extinct? They’re not even slowing down! As of this writing, we’ve got pop culture sports vampires in high school all over TV and YA fiction, a Dracula TV series about the count’s efforts to become a steampunk entrepreneur in 19th century London, a boy band called “Vampire Weekend,” vampire “romance” novels coming out of our ears, and many other fangish manifestations. 

		For those with a streak of dark romanticism—with or without the other side of that coin, a streak of savagery that never sees the light of day except on the printed page or the movie screen—there is nothing as delicious as a dip in the warm and apparently boundless sea of fictional blood and those who take it for their sustenance.

		However, that doesn’t mean that readers are such bloody wantons that all it takes to get our pulses pounding is a flash of fang.

		For this reader, the particular sub-vein of vampire tales that I don’t read any more is the fictional power struggle within large, complicated vampire societies, secret or open. These societies are modelled on modern notions of feudal authoritarianism, or Freud’s primal horde (both of which tend to produce the brutish structures of the criminal gang), or the nasty-minded hierarchies of Gothicky pop celebs and their worlds of sex, drugs, and drearily unoriginal music (yes, there is good Gothic music, but it’s hard to find; personally, I’m partial to any group with the guts to include a skilled theremin player—at least they make an effort).

		None of this sort of world-building takes any imagination. The author can just parcel out titles and territories and oaths of loyalty and hierarchical ambitions among more or less interchangeable vampire characters, and off you go.

		Why, they’re just like us at our most childish, but older, more suave, and numbingly dull. Vampire Lineages, Houses, chapters, lodges, battalions, parties, clans, etc. find their plots in a constant jostling for advantage, which to me wears pretty thin pretty fast. I’ve had enough of vampire politics (mostly ruthless infighting with no thought for the population at large) just by living through the past three decades of American history.

		So for me, at any rate, the pleasure of vampire stories isn’t politics but evocations of intimacy—the close-in, deeply imagined, mindfully emotional relationships that a writer must stretch herself to create for her semi-supernatural protagonists. I enjoy good stories about individual monsters caught up in and absorbed by their own murkily undead state. What’s the point of being a vampire in a world full of the creatures that you used to be like but upon whom you now prey, if you never give serious thought to what that means—to the staggering psychological displacement from the short, warm, busy life of a human being to a vampiric existence of sharply narrowed concerns but infinitely extended time horizons.

		In these two books of Nancy Baker’s you will find just such a story, in the form of a very close study of individual vampires fighting for balance in a chaotic existence that cycles erratically between bestial appetite, coupled with augmented strength, and the tenuous connection to what remains of their original humanity. There is no “vampire society” here. The author places her characters in a situation where vampires are extremely few and far between; the only social structures that matter are human ones, within which they must somehow lead their outsider lives.

		The tight focus on character is complemented by a firm grounding of the narratives in Canadian geography—Toronto and Banff, grittily realized to ground the fantastic doings of vampire protagonists in a fresh, realistically evoked setting of Canadian town and city life. 

		The Night Inside presents us with a young teacher ripped from her ordinary life and thrown into the ongoing battle between a captured vampire and a gang that uses him for exploitative purposes, with even more nefarious ends in mind. The complex relationship that grows between Ardeth and the vampire Rozokov, their dangerous escape and counterattack, is set against Ardeth’s continued entanglement with humans—like her sister, whose closeness with Ardeth is troubled by the normal frictions of sibling-hood. 

		It’s worth noting that one of the pleasures of these books is the inclusion of significant female characters who are not the dimensionless evil brides of Dracula but persons in their own right: the Nisei medical tech Lisa Takara, Eleanor the librarian, Sara who sings with a band, and others.

		There are active supporting male characters as well, with goals and anxieties of their own, so that the central couple doesn’t breathe up all the oxygen in the book. The sense of ordinary life going on around them, life that must be engaged with on more levels than simply securing a meal, is solid and satisfying. 

		Ardeth, killed and risen as a vampire herself, is a changed person. A rush of power comes with her newfound state, and a joy in shedding her human identity’s constrictions, assumptions, and hesitations. She savours the excitement of the hunt, of a stealthy outlaw existence, and of the erotic enigma of Rozokov, who made her a vampire.

		But she’s also still a person. She doesn’t just walk away from the human network that has both bound and nourished her all her life: it’s not that simple, not for most real, functional people, no matter how peculiar they’ve become. Ardeth joins Rozokov in the quest for freedom from their persecutors, but she pursues another, more complex quest too, for intimacy beyond transitory closeness to a person whose blood you want to drink.

		In Blood and Chrysanthemums the story is built out from a loose end from the first book—Lisa Takara and what she knows or imagines she knows about these two strange and dangerous beings. 

		The sequel begins with a reconnection of the undead lovers to the natural world: Ardeth rock-climbs, Rozokov studies the stars. The couple are living in Banff, a destination for admirers of the majestic outdoors, where self-absorption is challenged by the beauty of vibrant, living nature.

		On a more intimate scale, domestic discord inevitably intrudes: jealousy, possessiveness, and disagreement over where and how to live in the human world, together as a couple or alone, as solitary predators. Rozokov has long since been separated from the familiarities of the environment he was born into. Ardeth’s freshly minted shock and confusion is a vivid complement to his more world-weary familiarity with their dilemma: Can you maintain the ruthless pragmatism that ensures the survival of a predator, and also maintain the passionate and vulnerable emotional life that is the essence of the human self? How do you avoid becoming all-monster, all the time, devoted to the stratagems of the hunt and satisfied with them as your central, eternal theme-and-variations—that and nothing more, forever?

		Rozokov broods. Well, he is Russian, and he’s had centuries to ruminate over the problem. Ardeth isn’t ready for brooding. She’s young, she’s full of new energy and perceptions, and she wants to find not just answers but solutions. She even tries to return to her old lives—human and vampire—in Toronto, where it all began for her. But nothing is a comfortable fit any more.

		So, for company—for the intimacy that any social animal craves—they have each other, in closeness and understanding, but also in anger and mistrust: What can “faithfulness” mean to lovers who live for centuries? 

		This is a meditative take on vampirism, more exploratory than the first novel. The big questions aren’t scanted while the action of escape, flight, and retribution are foreground. 

		Big questions like: What am I supposed to do with my long, long life? What gives significance to my isolated existence, running in lonely, secretive parallel to the myriad of brief human lives around me? Do I still have a soul (and so what if I do)? Can I ever find lasting love, peace, and freedom as a bloodsucker chained by necessity to its prey; and is that what I really want?

		Becoming a vampire clearly doesn’t let them off the existential hook—far from it.

		The plot structure is unusual; a dreamlike quality develops as a new vampire character closes in on the central pair, with their fitful quarrels, joys, and bafflements. Fujiwara, once a Japanese lordling and now a yakuza boss, is much older than even Rozokov, and formed by a very different culture. Does he have some answers?

		In Baker’s vampire tale, the melancholy found in so many supernatural protagonists isn’t, really, all that different from the underlying melancholy felt by ordinary humans who think and feel beyond the standard, socially acceptable mores of their day. That’s why it’s so rewarding for a reader to spend time with these characters while they search, through doubt and confusion, for better answers—just like the rest of us.

		Finally, the biggest question must be faced: How do I deal with an endless lifetime? What Baker’s vampires come up with in answer is both moving and satisfying.


		Suzy McKee Charnas

		Albuquerque, New Mexico

		January 6, 2014

		
	


	

	

		Chapter 1


		Ardeth Alexander hung on the wall, right knee bent to keep her toe balanced on a thin ledge, left toe pressed against the rock. Three fingers of her left hand kept a precarious grip on a tiny ridge, while her right stretched upward in a futile attempt to reach the next hold.

		Not quite like the movies, is it? something snickered in the back of her mind. Can’t make like Lee or Langella and crawl face first down the castle wall, can we?

		She shifted a little, lifting her right foot along the rock, hunting for some small outcropping that would give her the base she needed for another try. She looked up, but could not see past the point where the wall bent outwards in a sharp overhang.

		She could not reach the handhold from the relatively stable position she had assumed. To gain it, she had to get her feet up where her hands were now and use the thrust in her legs to get enough momentum to reach the hold. She’d made it—once. The other times had ended with an undignified dangle from the end of the rope tethered to the harness around her hips.

		Ardeth tried not to remember those times as she eased her feet up into the holds. It’s easy, it’s easy, she told herself. Just lunge and grab. You can do it. This body could do it, she knew that. All that was required was that her mind catch up to it, that it forget all the fumbles and failures her old flesh had been heir to.

		She sucked in a long breath, felt her muscles bunch and gather. Think about the next hold, up to the right, beyond the curve of the overhang, think about what you can do now, think about the blood and the strength and the night and then GO!

		She flung herself up and around, right hand finding the hold, right toe scrabbling on the curve for a shelter that eluded it. Her left hand slapped the rock just below the next hold and began to slip. She felt herself falling, legs tumbling away from the rock and flailing clumsily. The fingers of her right hand clutched at the knob of the rock, spasming with all the strength she had been controlling and she felt the hold shatter.

		As it broke, her clawing left hand caught a small hold and she gasped as the weight of her falling body jarred up through her shoulder and wrist.

		“Don’t panic,” a voice said from beside her and suddenly everything she had been ignoring swept back into her senses: the voices of the other climbers on the artificial wall, the creak of shoes on the gymnasium floor, the anxious call from her partner on the ground.

		Ardeth opened the eyes she hadn’t realized she’d closed and looked to her right. A man rested on his top rope above her, braced against the wall. “Let go. The rope will hold you. You’ll be OK,” he advised. It was true, she knew. The rope from her harness was securely anchored by the weight of the woman who was belaying her. But she shook her head.

		“Where’s the next hold?”

		“About a foot up, three inches to the right,” he answered automatically. “But . . .”

		Let it go, Ardeth told herself. Let it go and fall. But somehow she couldn’t move, not when she was this close, not when she could make it. Even if it took strength she was not supposed to have, strength her unchanging slender arms should not have been able to support. Gritting her teeth, she began to pull herself upward by her left arm. Distantly, she heard the climber’s muttered expletive of disbelief but ignored it, concentrating on bending her elbow. She lifted her right hand and spidered it up the wall, hunting for the promised hold. At last, her fingers found it and curved over the artificial knob of rock set into the wood. Relaxing, the muscles of her left arm screamed in delayed protest.

		With her hands secure, she found control of her legs again and lifted her feet to brace them against the holds on the curving wall. Another surge upward and she had cleared the overhang and balanced herself on more secure holds again. As she rested in her harness, she realized that the other climber was still hovering to her right.

		“Didn’t think you’d make that last one.” Too elated to be cautious, Ardeth flashed a smile.

		“I’m stronger than I look,” she acknowledged. “And I was getting tired of always falling in the same damned place.”

		“You’re fighting the curve too much. Let your body go with it and you’ll be fine,” he suggested and she laughed. Like most climbing advice she’d been given on the wall, it was appallingly nebulous, seeming to relate more to some mysterious Zen understanding of the rock than the physics of muscle and gravity.

		“I’d have been fine if the bottom hold hadn’t broken.” He twisted to look down and whistled softly.

		“First time I’ve ever seen that happen. Peter . . . the manager . . . will have a fit.”

		“That isn’t supposed to happen, then? I thought it was just another way of simulating the real world,” Ardeth lied and he shook his head, smiling. “Well, now that I know what it looks like up here, I suppose I’d better head back down. Thanks for the advice.”

		“Any time.” He looked as if he wanted to say more but Ardeth returned to studied concentration of her route down and when she glanced to her right again, he was moving towards the ceiling above her.

		Fifteen minutes later she was on the floor, thanking the woman who had taken the time to belay her, stowing her harness and gear into her pack and shrugging her black jacket over her T-shirt and leggings. It was the end of September and the nights in Alberta were chilly and edged with the promise of winter. We’ll be gone before the snow comes, she told herself, but wasn’t sure she believed it.

		After changing her shoes, she headed down the halls of the high school towards the exit. It was nearly nine-thirty, closing time for the Thursday evening open climb, and she heard the departing climbers discussing where to meet for coffee or beer and sharing plans for rock climbs in California or alpine treks in the Rockies.

		For a moment, she felt isolation wrap around her, chilling her the way the night air no longer could. The fragile sense of kinship she sometimes felt in the gym, the promise that her climbing could become something other than amusing therapy always shattered when it ran into the wall of reality. There was a border here that could not be crossed: the line between day and night, the chasm between what she was and what they were. She could not climb out of the shadows of the truth.

		Ardeth shrugged angrily, trying to push away those thoughts. She had taken up climbing in part because it was simple, because there was just you and the goal and only one way up. She needed that clarity, that directness—because nothing had been simple for her since her world had changed forever six months ago. She had to take what she could from it—the physical joy of her new body’s power, the pleasure of the illusion of risk without the reality. Wanting more would just complicate things again.

		She pushed through the front doors and took a deep breath of the cool night air, blinked up at the scattering of stars. No need to guess where he would be tonight; clear nights seemed rare enough that he didn’t waste them.

		“Hello again.” The voice from the shadows at her left spun her around, and she stepped back as her hands lifted in automatic defence. “Did I scare you? I’m sorry.” The climber who had given her advice on the wall was rising from a crouch by the bike rack.

		“It’s all right. I was preoccupied . . . you startled me.” He pushed a battered mountain bike into the light as she spoke. With her mind now undistracted by the necessity of conquering the overhang, she truly saw him for the first time. He was bigger than she had thought; over six feet and solid, wide jaw around wide grin, big nose, thick eyebrows over blue eyes. His hair was muddy brown, shot with lingering sun-streaks.

		“My name’s Mark, Mark Frye.” He held out his hand and she stared at it for a moment, then shook it hesitantly. His fingers were calloused and dusty with climbing chalk, but the heat of his skin felt as though it might scald her.

		“Ardeth Alexander.”

		“You new in town?”

		“A few weeks.”

		“Thought I hadn’t seen you around before.”

		“Do you climb on the wall often?”

		“Not really . . . but Banff’s a small town. Sooner or later you see most people here on the street at least once. Especially now that tourist season is almost over.”

		Ardeth frowned, realizing that he was right. Her Toronto-bred sensibility could not conceive of knowing everyone in your apartment building, let alone everyone in a town. This was a complication she had not foreseen—and another reason to be moving on.

		“Besides,” Mark continued, “I work over at Domano Sports, so I see a lot of people buying skis and things. You been climbing long?”

		“Just since I got here.”

		“You’re pretty good. Have you been out on any real climbs yet?” She shook her head. “There are some good ones outside of town. I could take you, if you’re interested.” 

		Ardeth looked at him for a moment, knowing the offer could mean more than climbing, feeling the brand of his skin on her hand. She could scent his blood, beneath the sweat and chalk. For a wild moment, she imagined saying yes. To the mad risk of climbing, the madder risk of sex. To the maddest risk of all.

		“I can’t,” she said at last. “I’m allergic to the sun. I couldn’t climb in daylight. Thanks anyway . . . it was nice to meet you. . . . Goodnight.” The words tumbled out, to drown his objections. She turned away quickly and walked towards the street. He said nothing but she felt, or thought that she could, the weight of eyes on her retreating back.

		Out on the main street, she felt safer. There was still the semblance of a crowd there, though she noticed it had thinned considerably since the first nights of their arrival, a month earlier. Frye was right, the tourist season was almost over. Or at least in a lull that would last until the skiing started in December. Ardeth hitched her pack up onto her shoulder and wished she did not feel so suddenly exposed. They had never intended to stop here; they had been heading for Vancouver. Their car, cheap and barely roadworthy, had finally died just outside the town. They had resigned themselves to a longer stay when it became apparent that fixing it would cost more than they could afford. But as they looked around, it seemed as if Banff was the perfect place to hide. Tourists thronged the streets and young travellers from all over the world came and went, seeking brief employment to subsidize the climbing, hiking, cycling and camping that were the reasons for their trips.

		Now, seeing it through new eyes, she no longer felt invisible. In the summer sea of Japanese tourists, her short black hair did not merit a second look; now, compared only to the predominantly long, natural styles of the locals and transient travellers, it looked like the dye job it was. Her dark clothes, so perfectly anonymous in Toronto’s Queen Street bars, seemed suddenly too strong a contrast to the bright outdoor gear favoured by most of the tourists and townspeople alike.

		You couldn’t be more conspicuous if you put up a sign, she thought, catching a glimpse of her reflection in the window of a coffee shop, moving past a knot of late-lingering tourists. Pick the one that doesn’t belong in this picture.

		Then, thankfully, she was past the bright blaze of the stores and restaurants that lined Banff Avenue and onto the street that led to their rooms. The rounded bulk of Tunnel Mountain rose in front of her and seemed to promise shelter in its shadow.

		The natural glory of the place had overwhelmed her from the start. She had never been attracted to the outdoor life but for the first time could understand the allure. Nothing she had seen in photographs or films had prepared her for the encircling embrace of the mountains, the raw beauty of rock and trees, even glimpsed only by moonlight or the long twilights that lingered here as the sun disappeared behind the peaks. She had been frightened setting out on their first hunt, city-bred nerves jumping at every breeze in the tall pines around her, but her night-sight had turned the moonlit woods bright silver. If there were other predators in its depths, they stayed well away.

		She was almost home when she heard him call. There were no words, just the sudden knowledge in her heart that he had left the observatory and was on his way across the bridge over the Bow River. It was early for the hunt but she knew that he was going up the mountain, beyond the last line of houses carved from the woods. Hunger twitched into life and the memory of Mark Frye’s hand burning against hers made her throat ache.

		Wait for me, she whispered in her mind and felt his assent. She swerved back to the main street, crossed the river and found the trail that would take her to him.

		He was waiting at the edge of the small clearing, partway up the mountainside, across from the path she had taken. As he stepped from the shadow of the trees, the moonlight struck him, turning the loose grey hair to silver, revealing a fine-boned face. Ardeth felt something twist deep inside her, something perilously close to pain. But she did not move, simply waited beneath the branches as he stared into the woods to her left.

		After a moment, he lifted his hand. She heard the faint rustle of leaves, the crack of a twig. A dark shape moved into the clearing. It tossed its head, the wide rack of antlers seeming to rake the sky, and pawed at the dirt. Ardeth felt the edges of the call that drew it and found her fingers digging into a tree-trunk to keep herself from moving.

		At last, the great head dropped. The elk took two steps forward and was still. The hand dropped onto its sharp shoulder.

		Ardeth moved from the trees and crossed the clearing to the animal’s side. Across the lowered spikes of its antlers, she met Dimitri Rozokov’s eyes. For a moment, something moved in the grey gaze, a darkness she could not identify, then he smiled. She put her hand over his on the elk’s withers.

		In the moonlight, on the mountain, the vampires fed.


		
	


	

	

		Chapter 2

		
		The stars, wrapped in the gauzy veils of the nebula, burned through the glass. Dimitri Rozokov caught his breath and shifted his fingers slightly, adjusting the lens that brought the brilliant vision into even sharper focus. Copernicus might have sold his soul for this sight; Galileo might have recanted if they had promised him an instrument this fine. God knew, he had lost his own mortality for the promise of a knowledge less fantastic than this, for a science less full of wonder. His eyes traced the filaments of gas between the stars.

		How far away was it? Reluctantly, he lifted his gaze to flip through the book resting on the table by the telescope. Seven million light years from the Earth. For a moment, his mind refused to fathom the number, struggling to fit it back into a universe discovered with Copernicus and last studied when men believed there was life on Mars and there were only eight planets in the solar system.

		Seven million light years. And there were nebula upon nebula, galaxy upon galaxy beyond that, well beyond the range of this telescope, visible only from the great observatories in South America. And beyond the grasp of those lenses, ranks of stars and systems and galaxies fading away into eternity.

		And the world reckoned that he was an impossible thing. Rozokov smiled and put his eyes back against the lens, then swore softly when he discovered a cloud had drifted over the view. He contemplated moving the telescope but after a glance at the sky decided that the cloud would be moving on in a few moments and settled back in the chair. Until he had seen the night sky for the first time through the telescope, he had not realized how much he had missed the stars in Toronto, where the city lights kept out all but the brightest. He had not known how much he needed them.

		On clear nights, there could be a dozen people waiting to glimpse the stars, but they thinned out as midnight came and went and by the usual time of Rozokov’s arrival the observatory was often deserted. At first, the opening of the shed’s roof had made him nervous, but the inhabitants of the house seemed to be accustomed to the sound and no lights ever went on, no one ever came to join his solitary contemplation of the night. Once or twice Ardeth had come with him, but she was a child of a different scholarship, weaned on television documentaries about the big bang, and the view did not intrigue her for long.

		Thinking of Ardeth, he frowned. He understood her current passion for climbing; he had engaged in his own forms of recklessness after his rebirth. She would tire of it sooner or later, no doubt, but he should not begrudge her her enthusiasms.

		She had an eternity in which to experiment with anything she chose. It was when she ceased to want to change that he should become concerned.

		It gave her something to do, just as this place gave him a way to occupy his time. There were other reasons she was doing it, he knew just as there were other reasons he came here. He closed his eyes, shutting out the moon. She is escaping into it, he acknowledged, just as you are escaping into the bright mystery of the stars.

		A month ago, he believed that all the escapes had been made, at least for a while. A century and a half earlier, he had escaped from Paris and the fire that had destroyed his reckless vampire companion Jean-Pierre, and Roxanne, their mortal servant and sometime lover. Victorian Toronto had been his safe haven for almost thirty years when the eccentric millionaire Ambrose Dale had discovered his existence. He had escaped that threat as well, concealing himself in a specially created shelter within the walls of a warehouse. Hidden away, he induced the deep sleep that was the closest to death he could now come. A rest of twenty years had been his plan, long enough for the aging Ambrose to die. When he awoke, almost a hundred years had passed and he found himself the captive of Ambrose Dale’s descendant.

		For a moment, the hands resting in his lap tensed, his fingers curling into claws. Images of his captivity seemed to flicker on the dark curves of his lowered lids. The slow swing of the bare light bulb outside his cell in the abandoned asylum, the chafe of the iron chain around his ankle, the all-encompassing pain his captors could summon with their strange device, the ultrasound. There were things they made him do, unknown rituals that seemed to be enacted in a shadow-world quite apart from the one that he inhabited. It was enough for him that their obscure rites all ended the same way—with the blood that seemed his only reality. He had escaped then as well, into the madness and hunger that ruled inside the circle of his skull.

		Then Ardeth had come. Trapped by fate into the same webs that had entangled him, she had not been the first warm blood-source that had occupied the cell beside him. But she was the only one who spoke to him, told him stories in the long nights to keep her own fear at bay. She was the only one who said his name. As he drank from her wrist or the delicate curve of her inner arm, it seemed as if he drew in sanity as well as life. He recognized the obscenities in which they had forced him to participate, the draining of his victim as the climax to the secret pornographic films they made to ensure their own fortunes. He realized that he had only one chance at escape from this hell and that Ardeth was the key.

		Somehow he had kept it from her until the moment that she had acknowledged that her own death was inevitable. Until she saw for herself their only means of deliverance. He gave her blood from his wrist but she had given him more: her kiss, her touch and finally, despite the bars between them, her throat.

		She had returned the next night from her grave in the woods. They had both surrendered to madness then, he acknowledged. The slaughter of their captors was necessary, but neither of them thought of survival as they did what they must. They had thought only of revenge.

		So another escape was made. He regained some semblance of virtue; he sent Ardeth away, knowing that the power behind their captors was seeking only him. In their separate solitudes, they walked some of the same streets. He hid in the guise of a street person and gathered knowledge of the new world into which he had awakened. Ardeth, out of her own perverse logic, her own old wounds, remade herself into the beautiful, dangerous vampire seductress of the world’s dark dreams.

		At last the forces of Ambrose Dale’s business empire—Havendale—now headed by his mad descendent Althea, gathered them in again, dragging Ardeth’s sister, Sara, and her friend Mickey into the maelstrom as well. Dale planned to make laboratory specimens of them, to have her captive scientists slice the secrets of immortality from their undead bodies. We escaped that too, he reminded himself, forcing himself to remember the moments that he listened to the dying Althea try to buy both eternity and immeasurable power, to feel again the heat of her skin, the roughness of her hair as he put his hands on her head and snapped her neck.

		He was more than five hundred years old. He had faced a thousand dangers in his lifetime: torture, hunger, floods, plagues, fire. He had survived them all. Surely here, in this quiet place, beneath this sky of wonders, there was nothing that he needed to escape.

		Nothing external, he acknowledged. Those other questions, the ones you carry inside, the ones you divert with science and Ardeth denies with physical challenge, cannot be eluded forever.

		He opened his eyes. The clouds were gone, at least for the moment. He leaned forward and found the nebula again. For tonight, its mysteries were the only ones that he was prepared to contemplate.

		
	


	

	

		Chapter 3

		
		It was just past seven. . . . and time for the dose of caffeine he’d need to make it through till closing. Mark Frye paused by the cash register to ask Kellie if she wanted him to bring her anything, then left Domano Sports, heading for one of the five coffee shops that had sprung up in the last year. They were part of the increasing gentrification of the town that had rendered the main street almost unrecognizable as the one he had driven his battered used car along for the first time ten years ago. He would be quite happy if the Ralph Laurens and Club Monacos went back where they came from. . . . but the coffee shops could stay. Cappuccino was rapidly becoming a necessity of life, not a luxury.

		It was the enduring paradox of living in a tourist town; tourists paid the bills and spoiled the ambience, profit supported his habits and led to the increasing commercialization and sometimes ugly development. Because the town was inside a national park, growth was regulated. . . . but where there was money, or even the smell of money, there was also a way. Someone could always think of reasons the town needed more hotel rooms, more golf courses, more malls. One person’s livelihood destroyed another person’s vision of the town, and which side of the line you were on often depended on whether it was your livelihood in question or not.

		Something across the street caught his attention, a flash of red against the store windows, a blur of darkness where there should only have been light. Attention dragged from the irresolvable question of the future, he looked across the street and saw her. It was the woman from the climbing wall. . . . Ardeth Alexander. He matched her pace, watching her.

		On the street, she stood out even more than she had at the wall.

		Everything about her seemed to be black: low boots, leggings, short skirt, loose jacket. Her only concession to the prevailing fashion in Banff was a bright red polar fleece top beneath the jacket. The breeze stirred the line of her hair and a red stone flashed in her ear.

		He remembered looking down into wide brown eyes.

		She turned down the alleyway and headed for the door of Snow Rats, a small shop as well known for its tasteless and outrageous T-shirts as for its snowboarding and ski equipment.

		He remembered the flush across her pale cheeks as she hauled herself up by one impossibly slender arm.

		The smell of coffee wafted through a suddenly opened door and reminded him why he had come.

		He hovered on the sidewalk, balancing the promise of coffee and a break from work and the memory of her fingers in his. Jesus, Frye, for a guy who likes risks, you sure are a coward, he mocked himself. How long has it been since you met a woman halfway as interesting as that one? The coffee will be here tomorrow. She might not be. What have you got to lose?

		He ran across the road before he could answer that question.

		Snow Rats was cramped and loud, metal or thrash or whatever the latest popular noise was called was pounding from the stereo. Mark eased his way in and saw her immediately, squeezed in between a rack of skis and the wall of T-shirts. She was working her way through the shirts, head bent, hair falling like shadows around her cheeks.

		“Hey, Mark,” a voice hailed from his left, and he looked over to see the clerk leaning on the counter looking at him. “Steve,” he acknowledged, suddenly embarrassed, and noticed almost absently that Steve had cut his long, blond dreadlocks and acquired a pierced nose since the last time he’d seen him.

		“In here checking out the competition?” Steve asked, though their stores were hardly genuine rivals. Snow Rats’ adolescent snowboarders didn’t venture into Domano’s main-street store and Domano’s well-heeled patrons tended to be looking for expensive equipment and the clothes that suggested they knew what to do with it, whether they did or not.

		“Been out yet?” Mark asked, moving over to look at the rack of snowboards, Ardeth a dark blur at the edge of his vision.

		“Couple of times on the snowpatch up on Norquay. You?”

		“Not yet.” The bell over the door rang and two young men tumbled in, talking enthusiastically. To Mark’s relief, Steve seemed to know them and before long he was involved in showing them the latest snowboards. Mark sauntered casually back to the other side of the store and looked at the skis.

		Ardeth had a T-shirt draped over her arm and was holding another up contemplatively. Mark shifted sideways a little to see the slogan: “Fear not—you can only die once.”

		“Nice sentiment,” he said and she glanced up sharply, eyes narrower and harder than he remembered. “I’m Mark Frye. We met the other night at the gym.” She seemed to recognize him then and her face relaxed, eyes losing some of their wary look. Her lower lip was distractingly full and red. He tried very hard not to notice. “Words to live by?” He caught the faint ghost of a smile, a quirk of the lips that seemed both amused and bitter.

		“The first part’s a reminder to myself,” she admitted. “And the second part isn’t true.” Then she was sidling by him to the cash register. Steve dragged himself away from the snowboards to take her money and shoot Mark a smirk that suggested he knew exactly what “store inventory” Mark was really interested in.

		Mark managed to feign indifference as Ardeth collected her change, then moved to open the door for her and follow her out. She gave him a brief smile of thanks but didn’t seem inclined to do any more as they approached the street. Say something, say anything, you idiot, a voice inside him wailed. Before she walks away again.

		Then, in a rush of desperate inspiration, it came to him. “I’ve been thinking about your proble. . . . you know, the sun allergy thing.” She paused and looked at him and he could see reluctant curiosity in her gaze. “I’m on a break from work but I’ve got a few minutes. I was just going to get a coffee. Why don’t you come with me and I’ll tell you about it.”

		“All right,” she said after a long moment. “Thanks.”

		Mark breath a small prayer of relief—and a larger one that whatever god protected mountaineers and fools would help him figure out an answer to her problem before their coffee got cold.

		In the end, he was the only one with coffee as they settled into chairs at a corner table. And he had an answer.

		“There are some climbs on the other side of Tunnel Mountain. They’re in shadows by four or five o’clock these days and dark by about seven. You could do most of them by the time it got really dark.” Stirred by sudden enthusiasm, he dug a pen out of his jacket pocket, jumped up to beg a sheet of paper from the bemused cashier and began to sketch the mountain. “This is the southwest corner here and over here’s the southeast.” His pen drew the long lump of the mountain and added a few tiny trees on top. “Here at the southwest are the Gonda routes, Le Soulier and Mark One. The Gonda Roof’s an aid route so you probably wouldn’t want to try that one right off. Over here,” his pen settled on the south-east corner, “is Gooseberry. It faces mostly east so it’ll be in shadows by mid-afternoon. It’s a little more complicated.” The other side of the page filled up with lines and scratches designating ledges and roofs, cracks and corners.

		“How hard are these climbs?” Ardeth asked, leaning over to peer at the growing map.

		“Mostly 5.5 to 5.7.”

		“Which means?”

		“Moderate.”

		“As in moderate chance of killing myself?”

		“As in moderately difficult, with very little chance of killing yourself if you do it properly,” he corrected her with a grin.

		“And that means?”

		“With the right gear. And with someone who knows what they’re doing.”

		“Meaning you?” He looked up from the diagrams to meet her eyes.

		“If you’d like,” he said, then found himself holding his breath waiting for her answer. Her eyes dropped back to the cryptic scratches.

		“Could someone do these by moonlight?” He let out his breath and frowned, thinking back to the times he’d done the routes. The best days had been lazy, sunny mornings, when he hadn’t felt like doing anything more ambitious. He tried to transfer the memory to night and replace the backing heat of the sun with the cool light of the moon.

		“It’s possible, especially with a headlamp,” he conceded. “But not recommended.”

		“Could they be done solo?”

		“Most of them have been done that way at one time or another. By people who know what they’re doing. In daylight,” he added, mistrusting her questions, focusing for the first time on why she might be asking them. She couldn’t be intending to solo the damn thing by moonlight? Except that sounded exactly like what she was intending to do. Christ, Mark, what have you done? If this woman ends up at the bottom of the mountain with a broken back, it’ll be your fault. He hadn’t been thinking about what she might do with the information. Christ, he hadn’t been thinking at all. . . . except about her eyes and her distracting lower lip and the fact that it had been a long time since he’d noticed those things in anyone. Was he so desperate to get laid that he was willing to risk her life?

		Before he could absorb the consequences of his impulsive offer, she had folded the map into her purse. She looked at her watch. “I have to go. Thanks for telling me about the climbs.”

		“Ardeth. . . . don’t do it alone. I mean it. If you want to go, call me. I don’t care if it’s noon, or four o’clock or two in the morning. Don’t go alone. Promise me.”

		Her eyes flickered away and he saw her gathering herself to rise. He reached out, caught her fingers and held tight.

		“Promise me.”

		He felt her fingers flex beneath his, then his hand was holding only air. He caught a faint glimpse of something that looked like regret in her eyes, and she was gone.

		Mark sat still, staring after her, coffee cooling forgotten on the table.

		Stupid bastard, he told himself. You had to open your mouth. You had to want to impress her. You had to want her.

		It’s not your fault, part of him insisted. She’s an adult, after all. She can make her own decisions. And she could have found those routes in any guidebook, from anyone. But he had told her. He had been too entranced by her interest, too eager to find some reason to talk to her.

		She didn’t have any idea of the risks involved. She thought it would be like the wall, where you’d actually have to work at it to hurt yourself. On real rock, anything could happen. Real rock broke bones, shattered spines. Real rock could kill.

		Maybe she wouldn’t go after all. But he didn’t believe that. There was something about her interest, her attention to his instructions, that made him certain that she would try it, sooner or later.

		So it is your fault. What are you going to do about it? he challenged himself. What could he do? He didn’t know where she lived or how to get in touch with her. But maybe Sally, who worked for the town, could bend a few government rules and give him a clue. It wasn’t as if Banff was big, for god’s sake. Eventually he would run into her on the street.

		If he didn’t . . .

		He could always go out to the mountain to look for her. Just a quick hike around the trail to see if she was there. Yeah, he thought in self-mockery, just a quick hike of an hour or two in the middle of the night. But the idea exerted a strange appeal. One miserable trek would probably help assuage his guilt and if he found her. . . . well, she could hardly send him away when he’d done all that out of concern for her.

		Of course, even if he did it—for whatever chivalrous or selfish motives—it would probably not be the night she chose, and she’d end up injured, paralyzed of worse.

		Mark sighed and took a sip of coffee, barely noticing that it had gone cold. He looked out the window of the shop and, for the first time in years, prayed for rain.

		
	


	

	

		Chapter 4

		
		The photograph was of a scrapyard, rows and rows of rusting cars laid out in the bright noon sun. No shadows softened their stack lines, no grass seemed to grow between their corpses.

		Rozokov looked at Ardeth, who was studying the photograph as if it held some desperately sought secret. After a moment, her mouth twisted a little and she looked at him. “What do you think?” she asked.

		“Interesting,” he said and then smiled, remembering retreating to that noncommittal word in a hundred galleries and salons over the last five hundred years.

		“I like it,” Ardeth announced. “I’m sure that I’m missing some important political or aesthetic point but I like it.” They moved on, pausing by the next photograph. The presence of the Banff Centre for the Fine Arts, overlooking the town from the flank of Tunnel Mountain, meant that the town had access to a surprising diversity of cultural activities. They had already been to a chamber music recital here—his choice, Rozokov acknowledged. The photography exhibit was Ardeth’s selection.

		“Now this is more to my taste,” he commented. It was a black-and-white study of female nude, the light and shadow turning the flesh into a sculptural arrangement of smooth shapes.

		“It figures. Philistine.”

		“True enough. I am an old man. I have old-fashioned tastes.”

		She laughed and tucked her arm through his. “Did you know any famous artists?”

		“I met Delacroix in Paris once. One of my lovers, a wealthy Florentine widow, wished to commission Cellini to do a bust of me. I declined.” He kept his voice light and jesting, though none of the gallery’s other guests were standing near them.

		“Are there any pictures of you?”

		“There was a small portrait, by an artist of no particular fame. It was done before I changed. It hung in the library of my old home.” He could barely remember it now, just a faint vision of a thin, serious face over a black scholar’s gown. “I have avoided such temptations. It is not wise to leave so concrete a visual record.”

		“No photographs then? Nothing from the nineteenth century, with a frock coat and mutton chop whiskers?”

		“I was not even certain I could be captured on film until . . . this century,” he finished delicately, having no desire to stir in either of them the memory of the snuff films they had forced him to participate in and her to watch. “And I could hardly grow mutton chop whiskers even if I wished to adopt such a fashion.”

		“For which I’m very grateful,” Ardeth said and they paused at the next photograph. A family posed in front of a large car, parked before a tidy suburban house. The photograph seemed to be old and in black-and-white, but had been coloured in bright hues by the artist. It was set in a gilded frame of handmade roughness. The frame was decorated by strange shapes. Ardeth laughed and Rozokov glanced at her.

		“I made a frame like that when I was in public school.”

		“What are those off shapes?”

		“Elbow macaroni sprayed with gold paint. You see the things you were spared by not attending school here.”

		“And the point of the photograph?”

		“Ironic comment on the suburban dream, I would guess. The photograph itself looks like it’s from the 1950s, which some people persist in believing was the pinnacle of civilization.”

		“The good old days,” he quoted, “I have heard the lament many times. It seems human nature to look back to some lost golden era, whether it be Greece or Rome or the 1950s.”

		“Golden eras that never existed,” Ardeth pointed out.

		“No. I cannot speak for Greece or Rome or even the 1950s, but I can assure you that many times I have had to hold my tongue while some self-proclaimed expert described in glowing terms a time I knew from experience was harsh, plague-ridden and violent.”

		“What about the present time?”

		“It is not the future that was predicted, that is true. But I am not certain that this time’s problems are any worse than those of the past. The only thing that can be said in the past’s favour is that the population was much smaller and whatever ugliness it created did not touch the rest of the world so greatly.”

		“And the future?” Ardeth asked and Rozokov looked at her.

		“We must do what we can to guess what will happen, for our own safety. Beyond that, I make no prophecies.” He answered the impersonal question he willed himself to hear. The fate of the world he could discuss with equanimity. Their own future was another matter entirely. He was grateful when they moved on to the next photograph, a simple image of the mountains that sparked no disturbing discussions.

		As they moved, Rozokov saw Ardeth glance around at the gallery’s other visitors. He followed her gaze, taking in the scattered groups of people clustered around the room. An unusual number seemed to favour black clothing and he noted the unnatural copper colour of one woman’s hair and multiple earrings dangling from another’s earlobe. Ardeth said nothing but he felt some tension in her dissolve a little, as if she no longer feared being noticed.

		As if anyone could fail to notice her, he thought, watching as she stepped closer to study the photograph before them. He knew that she had never believed herself to be attractive and that belief coloured her transformation of herself after her rebirth. She was more striking now, perhaps, with her midnight hair and alabaster skin. But when he thought of her, it was most often as she had been when they were held captive together; her long fair hair tangled and dirty, her face streaked with dust and the traces of her tears. When he had seen her clearly for the first time, in the light of his returned sanity and self-awareness, he had thought she was unutterably beautiful.

		When she stepped back, he put his arm around her shoulder and kissed her, not caring at all if anyone should notice.

		After they had completed their tour of the exhibition, they found the path that led back down to the town. Clouds turned the sky above them into a featureless darkness and Rozokov acknowledged that he would do no stargazing tonight. Still, there was a stack of astronomy books acquired from the local library sitting by his chair in the apartment. There were worse ways to spend the night, he thought, than reading in companionable silence.

		Still, there were things to attend to before they sought the quiet of their rooms. It took more than an hour of searching to locate a lone elk, and midnight was approaching by the time they returned to the apartment.

		When Rozokov looked up from his book, it was nearing four a.m. Ardeth’s chair was empty and the light in the tiny bathroom was on. He rose and went to the open doorway, leaning against the frame. She was standing before the spotted mirror, scissors in hand, trimming the fall of her bangs. She was wearing only a white T-shirt that hung to her thighs.

		“I’m very glad that hair grows slowly when you’re dead,” she observed, sparing him a quick smile before returning to her contemplation of her hair. “Otherwise I’d have a serious case of blonde roots by now.” She sighed, rumpled her bangs up from their sharp, if uneven, line and looked at him again.

		“You look beautiful.”

		“Flatterer.” She glanced back at the mirror and then paused, seeming to focus on her reflection for a long moment.

		“I bought you a present the other day,” she said abruptly. “Hang on and I’ll get it.”

		She slid by him and he stepped into the bathroom to look at his own reflection in the mirror. He was rather glad the old mythology was not true; he much preferred to be able to tell how he looked even if he did not give it much thought most of the time. He considered his reflection for a moment. He was hardly the dandy he had been, one hundred and fifty years ago in Paris, but he was not the dirty, tangled-haired street person he had pretended to be in Toronto either. Still, he should perhaps trim his own grey hair, lest its length become too noticeable.

		Ardeth slithered back into the space behind him and held out a bundle of black cloth. Rozokov took it and shook it out. He stared at the words printed in white in momentary bewilderment. “Do you like it? I wasn’t sure if you would, so I didn’t give it to you earlier,” she explained, worry edging her voice, and he laughed, surprised that she would be so concerned.

		“Yes. ‘Dead People Are Cool.’ I do like it.” He did, despite the fact that he was surprised that she would spend some of their meager cache of money on something as frivolous as a sloganed shirt. He nearly asked her why she had bought it, but something in her bright smile left the question stillborn in his through. Perhaps it was only another kind of escape.

		“Good. Now sit down and I’ll give you a trim too. You’re looking a little shaggy.”

		“And I will look less so when you are done?”

		“I realise it’s not my forte . . . but I’m cheap,” she pointed out, and he sat down on the edge of the bathtub and let her clip away at the hair hanging past his ears and brows. Her own T-shirt said something, he noticed. “Fear not—you only die once.” The irony of it made him shiver suddenly and wonder why she had bought it.

		He put his hands on her hips and looked up at her face. The white T-shirt seemed very thin; he could see the sharp points of her nipples beneath the cloth. Her gaze shifted to meet his but her eyes were shadowed by the fall of her hair and he could not read whatever emotion lay there. She put aside the scissors and slid her fingers through his hair.

		“Dead people are cool,” she whispered.

		“We are, aren’t we,” he agreed softly and stood up into her kiss and her weight and the arms and legs she wrapped around him as he carried her into the bedroom, and they did their best to prove that the slogans were more than just words, that dead people did not have to fear.

		That dead people were enough for them.

		
	


	

	

		Chapter 5


		It was dark out.

		Lisa Takara felt her neck muscles throb with sudden tension as a chill fingered her spine. After all her resolutions, all her careful planning . . . it was dark out.

		The department meeting had run late, then she’d had to review some experiment results prior to tomorrow’s class and somehow the hours had gone and the night had come.

		She paused at the door of the Department of Medicine building and looked out through the glass towards the parking lot. It’s all right, she told herself firmly. It’s perfectly safe out there. She could see the small knots of students moving beneath the lights of the campus.

		Lisa took a deep breath and pushed through the doorway into the cool September night. Shifting her grip on her briefcase, she headed for her car on the far side of the university parking lot.

		With each step, she felt herself relaxing a little. This would be like all the other times she’d made this walk in the month since she’d returned to Vancouver from Toronto. Most of those times had been in daylight, but on the few occasions she had been caught out after sunset, she had made it home safely.

		It was only sensible to be cautious, she told herself. Avoiding the dark streets when she was alone, spending most of her nights at her brother’s house in the suburbs, these things were only reasonable. Other precautions had crossed her mind as well but she had rejected them. She would not give up her job, leave the city, change her name. She would not rub garlic on the sills of her windows and wear a crucifix.

		She went on being sensible . . . but there was another part of her that acknowledged that all her precautions, reasonable or otherwise, would not make any difference in the end. If the yakuza gangsters wanted to kill her, they could do it. If the vampires wanted to destroy her, superstitious follies like garlic and crosses would not stop them.

		All this because of a debt her father incurred before she had even been born. She pushed that thought away, guilty at her anger at a man who now lay in the hospital, half-paralyzed from a stroke.

		You should go and see him tonight, Lisa told herself even as she admitted that by the time she reached the hospital visiting would be over. She had not been to see him in two days. Tomorrow night, she vowed. No matter what, you’ll go tomorrow night.

		Somewhere behind her, she heard someone shout. She looked back over her shoulder, automatically increasing her pace along the walkway. Against the bright entrance to the Department of Medicine building, she saw silhouettes move and circle, then head off towards the student residences.

		She let her breath out and smiled slightly, turning back towards the parking lot. There was her car, waiting in a half-empty row. She found her keys and hurried across the pavement.

		The key was in the lock when she heard the creak of a car door behind her. Her fingers turned to ice and her throat seemed to close. Don’t look, she thought, hearing the click as the lock mechanism opened. Just don’t look.

		“Dr. Takara.” It was a male voice, gruff and accented. Lisa slid her fingers under the door handle and lifted. She had to open the door and get in the car. If she didn’t turn around, she could be in the car before he could stop her.

		She heard a footfall, then a black-sleeved arm came around her shoulder and a wide, brown hand flattened against the edge of the car door. “Come with me please, Dr. Takara.”

		Lisa swallowed once and turned around. The man who stood behind her was neatly dressed in a black suit and white shirt. He was no taller than she was but much broader. Bodybuilder’s shoulders and a thug’s face, she thought. Beyond him, parked one space down from her car, was a long black limousine. The windows were smoky and impenetrable but the front doors were open and the driver stood on the far side of the car.

		If I scream, will anyone hear me? she wondered, but did not dare look around to see if there was anyone else in the dark parking lot. Can I stall them until someone comes?

		“I’m sorry,” she began, her voice sounding reedy and breathless. “You must have confused me with someone else.”

		“Please come with me to the car, Dr. Takara,” the man said, as if she hadn’t spoken. His hand closed over her upper arm.

		“I’m not . . .” The words died as she was pulled forward sharply. She saw the back door of the car begin to open.

		The scream was at her lips when the man’s hand closed over her mouth. He was at her back, pushing her inexorably towards the dark interior of the limousine. She flailed out and caught the edge of the open door in one hand. Her foot found the bottom of the doorway then slipped away, skidding onto the pavement. Someone pried her fingers from their grip and she was thrust into the waiting shadows.

		The door slammed behind her.

		She found herself sprawled between the thickly upholstered seats, her knees on the carpeted floor. There was a man sitting in the centre of the back seat, his foot only inches from her outflung hand.

		If you’re going to do something, she thought wildly, you’d better do it now, before the car starts. But what was there to do? She could fling herself back towards the door that she had been thrown through or gamble that she could make it past the man to the far one. The back seat of the limousine was sealed off from the front and other men might never know she had moved.

		If you try to escape, perhaps they’ll shoot you, a cold voice inside her whispered. That might be the best choice you will have.

		The car shuddered into life beneath her and she closed her eyes for a moment. “Dr. Takara.” She looked up. This one was a little older, she decided, and his suit looked more expensive. He had a hard-edged handsomeness she might have found attractive under other circumstances. In the dim light, she could not see his eyes. “Please make yourself more comfortable.” He lifted his hand and gestured to the seat across from him.

		Lisa manoeuvred herself up onto the seat, settling as close to the door as she dared. She reached down for her purse but he was there before her. He set it and her briefcase on the far side of his own seat with a faint smile but allowed her to retrieve her car keys from the floor without interference. She put them in her pocket, remembering with absurd amusement a long-ago class in self-defence that advocated using keys as a weapon. It seemed a hopeless consolation, but she kept her fingers closed around them anyway.

		A glance out the window told her they were on their way out of the university grounds.

		“Don’t be afraid, Doctor. I apologize for the unorthodox approach but you seemed to be avoiding us. You never called the number that my associate, Mr. Moro, gave you.”

		“I lost it.” Lisa refused to look at her purse, where the tattered business card bearing Mr. Moro’s number was folded into her wallet. All she had to do was lie. That should be simple enough. She had lied to everyone else: the Toronto police, the reporters, her father. To get out of this, she only had to stick to her story, no matter what happened.

		“That explains it then. Well, there’s no damage done. You can simply tell me what you would have told him. If you’d still had his number.”

		“Who are you?”

		“My name is Takashi Yamagata. I am Mr. Moro’s employer.” He leaned forward a little and his dark eyes met her. “Please begin at the beginning, Doctor. We have as much time as you need.”

		Lisa took a deep breath and told the story again. How Mr. Moro had come to claim her services as an immunologist as repayment of her father’s old debt to the yakuza. How she had been delivered to the Dale estate and ended up in the hidden laboratory. How one night one of their captors had gone crazy and killed several of the other scientists, then set the house on fire, leaving her as sole survivor. She had crafted the story so carefully, basing it on as much truth as she could, and told it so often, that she almost believed it herself.

		“I don’t know why you were interested in Havendale and I don’t care. I never did any research for them,” she concluded.

		“In all those months, you did nothing?”

		“They kept waiting for some specimens we were supposed to study but nothing ever came.”

		“They never told you what the research was about?”

		“Something to do with longevity, I think.” She risked another glance out the window. An anonymous stretch of road ghosted under the streetlights. When she glanced back at Yamagata, he had leaned back in his seat and his face was once more obscured.

		“I would like to believe that you are telling me the truth,” he said, after a long moment.

		“If you don’t believe me, check the police reports in Toronto. You can do that, I assume.”

		“It has already been done. You might have been lying to the police as well.”

		“Why would I lie? I didn’t owe anything to Althea Dale and her company,” Lisa pointed out, trying to sound sensible and reassuring. “I kept your organization out of the police reports, for my father’s sake. I repaid the debt as best I could.”

		“Yes, your father. I understand that he’s not well.” She fought the surge of panic and pain that filled her at those words. No, he’s not well, she thought angrily. He’s dying. Let him die in peace. She licked her lips and said nothing, not trusting her voice. “Your brothers are well though. And your nephews. Perhaps if one of them were to come for a ride with us, you would tell a different story.”

		“If you threaten my family, I’ll tell you any story you want to hear. But that won’t make it true. I told you the truth tonight.”

		“Tell me again.”

		She told the tale four more times as the limousine glided through the streets of Vancouver and quiet roads beyond the city limits. With each telling, her confidence grew. He asked her questions, slippery, repetitive questions designed to trip her into betraying herself. But they were not the truly dangerous ones she had feared. He hinted at the things she wanted to avoid but did not say their names out loud.

		As she spoke, a treacherous relief began to steal into her mind. In a way, she was glad that this moment had come at last, after so many weeks of waiting for it. Perhaps this would finally be the end of the nightmare. She willed herself not to trust in that thought and continued her careful answers, refusing to let either his subtle questions or her own hopes distract her.

		It was after midnight when the limousine at last drew to a halt. Lisa looked out the window and saw her car sitting alone in the centre of the university parking lot.

		“Can I go now?” she asked. Yamagata leaned forward and light slipped across his face, touching the narrow black eyes.

		“For now. But I think that we’ll have to speak again.” His hand reached across the space between them and caught her wrist, his fingers circling her flesh. “I’m not unreasonable, Doctor.” His grip tightened. Lisa clenched her teeth to keep herself from wincing. “I only need the truth from you, that’s all. Please don’t make things unpleasant for either of us. Or for anyone else.”

		He held her wrist a moment longer, until the pressure of his fingers made her catch her breath in a painful hiss, then he released her and sat back.

		The door beside her opened. “My things,” Lisa said and Yamagata smiled thinly and handed them to her. She climbed from the car with as much assurance as she could muster, pointedly ignoring the bodybuilder gangster who held the door for her.

		She was halfway to her car when she looked back, hoping to see the licence number. But the limousine was already gone.

		Her car door was unlocked. She slid into the driver’s seat, put the key into the ignition and set her hands on the wheel.

		Yamagata wasn’t sure whether or not to believe her, that much was clear. The questions that he had not asked her were significant—either he knew much less than she had expected or he had his own secrets he was afraid of betraying.

		How long can you hold out? she asked herself, distantly aware that her body was shaking, her hands clenched on the wheel. If he threatens Robert or Derek or one of the little boys . . . what will you do? What if he says the words you fear? Rozokov. Ardeth. Vampire. If he knows that much, can you lie about the rest? Can you tell him that they died in the fire and make him believe it?

		Trembling, she fought the nausea that churned in her stomach. Emotions seemed to surge through her in succession, fear of Yamagata mutating into anger at her father, changing into guilt and grief and then transforming back into fear again.

		After a moment, she took a long, shaky breath and forced her fingers to loosen. She would have to think about this carefully and decide the most reasonable thing to do.

		But later. She would have to do that later. Right now, she could not bear to think at all. 

		
	


	

	

		Chapter 6


		“A black hole is omnivorous, all-consuming. It defines the space around it by its hunger. It is the ultimate abyss.”

		Rozokov felt a sudden queasy sense of recognition. The need for blood had often been like that, he thought suddenly. Such a small thing but so dark, so obliterating. Whatever other life he had been able to scavenge existed only while it resisted the pull of the black hole’s well of overpowering gravity. His existence had been defined by his distance from the point at which the strength of his inevitable need would overcome all his intentions and resolutions. And in the end, the hole swallowed everything and reduced it to the smallest part itself. To the blood and only the blood.

		And is it different now? a dark voice inside him asked. Will it ever be any different?

		Does a black hole die? Even if it wants to?

		He set aside the astronomy text through which he had been struggling and looked at Ardeth, curled in the battered armchair across from him, head bent over a loose sheet of paper. For a moment, he saw again the quiet graduate student who had crouched at the edge of his cell and told him the story of her life. This is what she must have looked like so many days and nights before that morning they took her from the street to feed your hunger, he thought. This is what they took away from her.

		This is what you took away from her. The silence accusation ghosted through his mind and he thrust it away. It had been her choice, he reminded himself. A choice I did not have to give.

		Then she looked up and smiled and the guilt slid away. Her hair was different, it was true, and her eyes still bore traces of her wild initiation on the streets of Toronto, but surely her soul was the same, surely the core of her had not changed. The smile faded into curiosity and he felt compelled to justify his sudden abandonment of his reading. “I am afraid my fifteenth-century brain will not absorb any more twentieth-century marvels. I was thinking of going for a walk.”

		“If you can wait a moment, I’ll come with you,” she offered, and, when he nodded, bent her head again. After a moment, his own curiosity overcame him.

		“What are you reading?”

		“Diagrams of routes up one of the local climbs. At least that’s what the man who gave them to me claims they are.” She laughed and waved the sheets, covered in incomprehensible lines and squiggles. “I’m sure they’ll make sense once I’m up there.”

		“You’re going climbing? On the mountains?”

		“That’s generally where it’s done. Yes, I’m going climbing. If there’s a clear sky and a full moon, it’ll be just like daylight for me. I’d like to get in at least one real climb before we leave here.”

		“I was under the impression climbing alone was dangerous,” Rozokov said carefully, ignoring her last words. She shrugged.

		“I suppose it is.” She looked at him with a faint flirtatious air. “You could come with me.”

		“I think that might make it more dangerous, not less,” he acknowledged with a wry smile. “But don’t rush into it. We have time.”

		“Winter’s coming.” The words had a sharp edge and Rozokov knew she would not be distracted for much longer from what she believed was the real issue.

		“The cold will not bother you.”

		“I know that.” Her tone was sharp and the papers scattered as she gestured angrily. The silence was chilly, as if their words had conjured up ice to fill the spaces between them. “We can’t stay here.”

		“Why not?”

		“It’s too small. Everybody knows everybody else, once the tourists leave.”

		“The tourists will be back in a month or two when the ski season starts.”

		“That’s long enough for someone to notice us.”

		“Why would they notice us? This town is full of transients and travellers. We are simply two more. If we are careful, no one will pay any attention to us.”

		“It’s dangerous,” she insisted, and for a moment Rozokov sensed something behind her stubbornness, some secret motivation she was unable to admit.

		“And if we leave here as you desire, where would you have us go?” he asked mildly.

		“Vancouver, New York, Europe, I don’t know.”

		“You have already said we cannot leave the country without the proper documents.”

		“So? Canada’s a big place. How about Montreal?”

		“Do you speak French?”

		“No. But I bet you do.”

		“I speak nineteenth-century Parisian quite well, as a matter of fact, though with an accent that people never failed to point out to me. I am not certain how far that will get us in Quebec.”

		Her fist struck the arm of her chair. “It doesn’t matter where we go. Let’s just go.”

		“We are safe here. It is quiet, it is remote, and our needs are met.”

		“It’s expensive. We don’t have much money left.” That was true enough, he acknowledged. Their small supply of money had dwindled rapidly. Now they had barely enough to stay—and barely enough to leave.

		“We will manage. The world will be there tomorrow, and the day after that, and for a millennium more, for all we know. We have time to decide what we want. Do not be so impatient, child.”

		She was out of the chair in a blur, shoulders sharp with anger, fingers curled. “Don’t you talk to me like that! I know what we are . . . and I know when you’re making excuses. We’re no safer here than we’d be anywhere, maybe less. As for our needs . . . maybe I need something to do besides watch stars and drink elk blood.” The words were hot and contemptuous, and, when they were said, she stalked back behind her chair, as if it gave her strength to have it between them.

		“Would you rather drink something else?” he asked softly and watched the anger fade to confusion as she leaned against the chair.

		“No,” she said at last. But he knew it was a lie. Elk blood was not like mortal blood. It was as mud to water, gruel to caviar. But it risked nothing—not the spoken danger of the discovery or the other peril, the one they did not speak of, because the language of vampirism did not seem to have words for it. The black hole took the elk blood . . . but gave back no heat from it.

		“Ardeth.” He made his voice curl around her name, sweetly seductive. “It has only been a month. No one seems to be searching for us but we cannot know how long that will last. This is the last place anyone would look for us. We are safe here.” Rozokov saw her shoulders start to slide down, her anger dissolve under the calm rationality in his voice. For a moment, he despised himself for using the hypnotic power on her, knowing that she was still too new to his blood to resist it. But it was better than this endless argument, he told himself firmly.

		“Don’t do that!” she snapped, face coming back up, eyes glittering in the light. “Don’t you pull that trick on me, just because you don’t want to talk about it anymore. We have to deal with it. We have to make decisions.” She came around the chair, emboldened, and stalked to stand in front of him. “We have to decide what we’re going to do, where we’re going to go, how we’re going to get some more money.”

		Each of the questions pierced him, stabbing through the sheltering cosmic darkness he had wrapped around himself. And behind each question were a hundred more: Where could they get the identification papers they’d need to travel? How could they establish bank accounts and identities to protect themselves in the present and secure their futures? What would they do if the secret of their existence became known?

		It had never been like this for him. He had never slept for more than twenty years. He would emerge with a cache of easily convertible wealth—gold or jewels—and find himself a place in the world. If his accent and clothing were considered quaint and old-fashioned, this generally had done him no harm. Indeed he had often benefited from the allure his subtle difference provided. In time, he caught up on the way the world had run during his sleep and began planning and saving for the next time that he would have to move on or hide himself away.

		But this time a century had gone by. This time he had awakened with nothing. This time he had woken into a world that seemed to have changed more dramatically in the years that he had slept than in all the centuries since his first birth.

		There was still so much about this new century that he did not know. Thinking about their future raised a thousand practical questions . . . and she was looking to him for the answers to all of them.

		“We have to deal with this,” Ardeth insisted. “What are you so afraid of?”

		The words were on his tongue, the confession of all his uncertainty. Yet something held them back, some pride that twisted into anger and then into the blind desire to end her questions, her doubts of him, by whatever means it took. He folded his hands into his lap and looked up at her. “If my decisions do not satisfy you, you are free to go. You are always free to go.”

		He heard her quick intake of breath and looked up to see her face paling, her eyes losing their fire and melting back to soft, wounded brown. He almost rose then, to enfold her in his arms and take back the cold, contemptuous words.

		“Is that what you want?”

		“No.”

		After a long, chilly silence, she bowed her head and stalked into the darkened bedroom. 

		Rozokov sat still and stared at the empty chair she had left behind. She would not go, he could tell that much of the future. He could also tell that, sooner or later, she would notice that he had not answered her questions.

		
	


	

	

		Chapter 7


		It was going to be fine.

		Ardeth looked up the face of the cliff and smiled. The moon, bright as a searchlight, rested over the mountains at her back, illuminating the cracks and crevices above her. Glancing from the rock to the paper in her hands, Mark’s map made sense for the first time. Six distinct stretches of climb, snaking up the broad east face of Tunnel Mountain. The small, rounded mountain, a diminutive echo of the great peaks around it, formed the eastern border of the town and, once on top, it would be an easy hike down to the apartment.

		No problem, she told herself firmly.

		She shed her jacket and stood in the cool autumn air in her black climbing pants and her talisman T-shirt. The hike to the cliff base had cleared her head, left her body feeling limber and powerful. The elk blood had been hot and rejuvenating, seeming to warm even her cold muscles. She’d have to make the climb without the safety of either a top rope from above or someone to belay her from below. In fact, she’d have to make the climb without even the minimal gear she owned—climbing alone with ropes was more technically difficult than climbing with hands and feet. But, to her surprise, she was not afraid. With a final long stretch, she bent to change her shoes.

		Something moved in the pines behind her.

		For one wild moment she thought it was Rozokov come to watch her after all, but then she realized that her mind would have heard him long ago and, no doubt, her ears not at all. She turned and saw the beam of a flashlight weave an erratic course towards her, heard the crackle of dying grasses under mortal feet.

		Ardeth watched for a moment, more curious than uneasy. Who would be out wandering through the forest? A warden perhaps, who had somehow seen her and come to tell her not to climb? A lost tourist? Someone else who planned to climb Tunnel Mountain by moonlight?

		Whoever it was, she wasn’t interested. She crouched to gather up her belongings, preparing to retreat back along the edge of the cliff. Then a branch cracked and she heard someone say, quite distinctly: “Shit!” She paused. There was something about the voice . . . 

		The light flickered across her face suddenly and she flinched back, hand coming up to shield her eyes. “Ardeth? Is that you?”

		He emerged from the darkness of the pines onto the short, bouldered slope that led to the base of the climb. She stood up, tangled for a moment in relief, anger and a surge of wild, dangerous joy.

		“Sorry if I startled you.” Mark apologized, turning off the helmet headlamp he had been using as a flashlight.

		“What are you doing here?”

		“I figured with the moon like that,” he spared a glance up at the silver circle above them, “you’d be out here. I flipped a coin over which climb to start with.”

		“Why?”

		“I told you it wasn’t safe to climb alone and I meant it.”

		For a moment, she was too surprised to speak. In the silence, he removed his pack and bent to open it. “I’ll be fine,” she said at last, awkwardly.

		“Of course you will be. Did you bring any gear with you?”

		“Just my shoes.”

		“No problem. I’ve got rope, a spare harness, a full rack of gear. You’ll be taking stuff out, not putting it in, anyway. I’ll give you a crash course in gear removal before we start.” He sat down and began to unlace his hiking boots.

		“You’re not coming with me.”

		“You can’t climb alone. I told you about it . . . it’s my responsibility to make sure you don’t break your neck,” he said, slipping on his climbing shoes. That wasn’t the only reason, Ardeth knew, remembering the coffee shop. His fingers had burned her skin that night, too.

		“Mark, you don’t have to . . .” she began, suddenly afraid. Afraid for his safety as she was not for her own. Afraid that it would be a danger worse than the rocks, worse than falling, if he went with her to the top of the mountain.

		“I do. Don’t worry. I’ve climbed this route more times than I can count. And I brought my headlamp.” He settled his helmet onto his head and clipped the detachable lamp to his harness.

		I didn’t want to climb this alone anyway, she told herself, watching him. And it’s his choice. It’s a free mountain. I can hardly send him away.

		But you could, the secret voice of her power reminded her. If you really wanted to.

		But she didn’t.

		Mark led the first pitch while she played out his rope from below, braced to support him if he fell. She let him take control of the climb, deciding his experience might outweigh her stronger senses, and doubtful she could persuade him otherwise anyway.

		Then, too soon, it was her turn to ascend, while Mark hung above her, pulling in the rope between them.

		It was different from the wall. The rock was real and rough against her fingers, scraping at her hands and knees, yielding unexpected holds and havens. In the moonlight, the mountain was a world drawn in black and white and all the shades of grey between. The cracks seemed the blackest darkness she had ever seen, the outcrops glittered with diamond quartz.

		And despite the moonlight, despite her nights on the wall, despite her immortal strength, the first fifty feet were terrifying. She inched her way up, forcing her hands and feet to move, refusing to look down. The moments when she had to pause and remove the metal cams and other pieces of protection he had wedged into the cracks in the rock were especially agonizing, as she struggled to perfect the trick of easing them out and clipping them onto her harness. She knew Mark could feel her restrained panic but he paid no attention to it, calling down instructions and holds as casually as if they had been doing this for years.

		She tried not to imagine the consequences of a mistake. If she fell and the rope failed to hold her . . . her vampire body might be strong but a fall on the rocks below could do her serious damage. What would happen if she broke her back? Would that kill her? And even if she were only injured, the results could be dangerous. She could end up in the hospital, facing discovery. She did not think Mark could be persuaded not to go for help and if she were badly hurt she might not be able to stop him by force.

		There’s nothing to be afraid of, she told herself firmly. I can’t fall, there’s a rope, I can’t die, I can’t die. The words whispered through her mind like a chant and, after fifty feet passed and she had not fallen, had not died again, she began to believe them.

		At a hundred feet, she felt the beginning of a rhythm, the first glimpse of what it would feel like to do this well, to surrender fear and thought and the future to the rough face of the rock and the smooth slide of her muscles. Her hand closed over a large hold, her foot pushed her up towards the next hold, her fingers caught the crevice and held her. The easy sweetness of it made her laugh and she caught a pale flash above her as Mark looked back from his perch.

		“You OK?”

		“Yes.” She laughed again. “I think I just figured out why you like this.” His laughter drifted down the rope to join hers.

		They traded off again, Ardeth anchoring herself to the bolts set in the rock to mark the second belay point and letting Mark climb, then he finding a safe position and drawing her up the rock towards the moon as it sailed over their heads.

		Halfway up the mountain, it all changed.

		From some hiding place, clouds appeared and crept long, gauzy fingers across the moon. Above her as she belayed, Mark cursed and she heard the metal equipment dangling from his harness clattering. He swore again and something dark plummeted past her. “What’s wrong? What was that?”

		“My lamp. Do you have one with you?”

		“No,” Ardeth admitted. There was a long silence.

		“Don’t worry. It’ll be all right. We’ll just move when the moon comes out.” The words were calming but she caught the undercurrent of tension in his voice and shivered.

		From then on, he moved only when the moon cleared. The stops and starts wore on Ardeth’s nerves. Even resting in her harness, safely clipped into the belay bolts, her fingers on the rock and the rope felt slick and thick as if full of thoughts of betrayal. Tremors begin to insinuate themselves into the spaces in her spine, between the muscles in her legs. She looked down into the sharp branches far below and thought of stakes, waiting to impale her unnatural heart.

		“I’m moving.” Mark’s voice brought her gaze back up to watch as he stretched out for the next holds, reaching into the momentary moonlight. She did not see what happened then, only heard his wild gasp and the hiss of rope through the metal carabiners as he fell toward the forest’s spiky embrace.

		The rope snapped tight in her hands and her muscles clamped down, her mind forgetting belay technique and weight ratios, her body compensating with unnatural strength, ignoring the fact that the belay plate at her harness had long ago prevented the rope from moving.

		Then it was over and Mark was dangling above and to her left. He had fallen at least ten feet before the rope and the last protection he had placed had caught him. She could hear the ragged grunts of his breath, see the wash of chilly sweat over his white face. “Mark?”

		“Yeah. I’m OK. Don’t be scared.” She heard him mastering his own fear in the silence between the words. For a moment, she thought she could feel his heartbeat, a quick echo of her own, pounding through the rock. “Just hang on. I’ll climb back up when the moon comes out again.”

		Ardeth put her forehead against the stone and willed her fingers to loosen their savage grip on the rope. She glanced up at the traitorous moon and watched the heaviest clouds shred slowly away, leaving a faint caul across the moon’s face. She heard Mark begin to move.

		It took several long, careful minutes to climb the ten feet to his former position. When he reached it, he hung for a moment against his harness, breathing hard. “Jesus. I knew I should have brought the bivvy sac. We’re going to be out here all night.”

		“It’s only one o’clock. The clouds will disappear soon.” She saw him sift a little to look up at the moon.

		“If we’re lucky. We’ll be here for a while yet. I’m anchoring in here. Don’t worry,” he added, catching her uncertain look, “you’re clipped in securely there. The harness will hold you.”

		Ardeth nodded and relaxed a little, resettling her balance on the thin ledge at her feet and leaning back in her harness. Her arms were aching with tension that seemed to radiate out from her bones and she forced herself to let them drop away from the rope and dangle loosely at her sides.

		“So, how’re you liking it so far?” Mark asked casually and she laughed, glancing up at him. He had relaxed in his harness, feet bracing himself as he looked down over his shoulder at her.

		“Wait till we get to the top and I’ll tell you.”

		“You’ve got to admit that most people would not go to this much trouble to get a girl alone in the moonlight.”

		“Don’t tell me you staged that fall,” Ardeth countered.

		“No. That was real.” She caught his brief glance downward. He looked back at her, resolutely ignoring the darkness below them. “So here we are. Why don’t you tell me about yourself?”

		“Why?”

		“Because it’ll pass the time. Because I’d like to know.” For a moment, the words shivered through Ardeth’s mind like an echo. She heard her own voice saying them to Rozokov, deep in the nightmare of their captivity.

		“All right,” she said carefully, at last. “What do you want to know?”

		“Where are you from?”

		“Toronto.”

		“What are you doing in Banff?”

		“Getting away from Toronto.”

		“Why?”

		“It’s a long story.”

		“It’ll be a long night.”

		“Not that long.” Her voice scraped along the rock beneath them, sharp and sudden. It left a moment of tense silence in its wake, then she saw Mark shrug.

		“OK. What’s your favourite colour?”

		“Cobalt blue,” Ardeth answered after a bewildered moment. The abrupt change of tone had almost startled her into answering in the past tense, as if her colour preferences had died along with her body. She spent one ludicrous yet terrifying moment trying to decide whether they had.

		“Damn. I was betting on black.” That brought the laughter back and restored her wits.

		“My turn. Where are you from?”

		“Brantford, Ontario. Birthplace of Alexander Graham Bell and Wayne Gretzky. I played hockey with him when I was a kid, by the way.”

		“Really? Is that why you ended up in Banff?” It was his turn to laugh.

		“Not really. Though it made the hockey games kind of boring—whichever team had Wayne always won. No, I came out here about ten years ago.”

		“Why?”

		“I’d done a year of university but decided it really wasn’t my thing. I got a job tree-planting in B.C. for the summer and when it ended I came here.”

		“Do you ever thing of going back?”

		“Never. Too flat. Why did you decide to try climbing?”

		Lies flittered through her mind, easy believable. “My life is very complicated right now,” she said at last. “I needed something simple. And because I could.”

		“I’d wondered. You don’t look like the climbing type.”

		There was a question waiting there, at the end of that statement. Ardeth knew she shouldn’t ask it, that it veered too close to the cliff-edge of flirtation. “What type do I look like?” She felt the weight of Mark’s silence and wished she had held her tongue.

		“That’s a tough one. You dress like a punk but you’re not one. You’re very strong but I don’t know how. In other words, you look like a mystery,” he said at last, softly, and Ardeth closed her eyes. She could feel a fall waiting, the beginnings of the same mad seductive urge to leap that sometimes touched her when she stood a long way from the ground.

		“Mysteries can be dangerous.” The warning sounded half-hearted even to her own ears.

		“So can climbing. That’s part of why we do it.”

		Then the moon swept out the last of the clouds and coated the cliff in silver light. The mechanics of moving took over, secrets and seduction forgotten as they worked their way across the stone towards the final pitches. The moon did not desert them again.

		At last, Ardeth hauled herself up on the flat outcrop of rock that marked the top of the cliff. Mark was standing up, looking out over the valley below them. Ardeth rose beside him, following his gaze. The forest was a silver tipped darkness beneath them, leading to the lights of Banff Springs Hotel, looking like a fairy tale castle, to her right. On Sulphur Mountain, a light winked in the restaurant at the top of the gondola station. To her left, the valley vanished into the darkness, bisected by the icy ribbon of the Bow River. Above them, the moon kissed the edge of the mountains, the stars spread out across the sky like a scatter of diamonds. For a moment, it seemed that they were high enough to touch them. She wondered suddenly if Rozokov could see her through his telescope, if he should choose to look. “You see why I could never go back,” Mark said quietly and she nodded, wordless before the beauty of the night.

		Then he bent and began coiling up the rope.

		“Now what?” Ardeth asked.

		“Now we sit and enjoy the night for a while, until it’s time to hike down. There’s a path just behind us that goes to the main trail down to town.”

		“What time does the sun come up?”

		“About seven.” He checked his watch. “Plenty of time.”

		“I have to be home before dawn,” she pointed out uneasily, scanning the eastern sky automatically.

		“Me too. I have to go to work at ten.”

		“What would we have done if the moon hadn’t come back out?” She hadn’t allowed herself to ask that while they hung trapped on the cliff face.

		“Waited for the dawn.” He caught her shudder with a curious glance. “We could have bailed and rappelled down in the dark if we’d had to. Are you that sensitive to sunlight?”

		“I can stand a little, especially if my skin is covered up. But like this, in full sunlight . . .” She gestured to her T-shirt. “We would have had to rappel down.” His gaze grew speculative again and Ardeth suddenly regretted her motion. He had said nothing about her light clothing before, but she could tell that he was cold, even in his jacket. She was making slips even an amateur would be ashamed of; she would have to be more careful.

		To distract him, and herself, she moved to settle her back against a boulder, metal clattering against the rock. She began to strip his cams and carabiners from her harness. Mark shifted to sit beside her, unhooked his canteen and tipped it to his mouth. When he offered it, she swallowed two careful gulps of the clear water.

		“So, what did you think of your first climb?”

		“It was,” Ardeth tried to find the words, “what I needed.”

		“Delay included?”

		“Temporary delay included,” she acknowledged, dodging the curiosity in his voice. “How about you?”

		“It was what I needed too. To keep from worrying about whether I’d sent you off to break your neck.”

		“Fall included?”

		“Fall included. Besides, that wasn’t exactly the worst one I’ve ever had.”

		“What was?”

		“I fell off Mount Forbes once and broke my leg. Of course, I was on the way down. Then I fell in the river on my way back to camp and ended up with pneumonia.”

		“Sounds like fun,” she said and he laughed at the dubious tone in her voice.

		“Yeah. Climbers are notorious for bitching about how miserable everything was—cold, wet, rotten rock, running out of food, getting stuck halfway up—and then going out to do it again the next day.”

		“Why do they do it then?”

		“Different reasons, I guess. This kind of climbing is good for a rush. It takes strength, balance . . . that kind of thing. It’s not really as dangerous as it looks. Seriously,” he insisted, at her doubting glance. “You’re a lot more likely to die in an avalanche while mountaineering than you are falling off a rock. That’s my favourite type of climbing, though I don’t get to do it much. You have to climb rock and ice and snow. You’ve got to be strong and smart on a real mountain to climb. Judgment counts more than muscle, in many cases. And you’re so much closer to the real world. Out on the mountain, you can really see the bones of the world . . . not just its surface. In a way, you see the bones of life too—the deep-down things that really matter.”

		“Just before you get hit by an avalanche.”

		“That’s part of it, I suppose. We all need danger of some sort. It reminds us that we’re alive.”

		Ardeth shivered suddenly, remembering her nights on the streets of Toronto. That’s what I told myself, she thought. That I was the danger they were all looking for. Too bad for them if it killed them. Faces flashed in her mind; the street kid who had died during her first, clumsy feeding, the millionaire’s son who had tumbled to his death in an abandoned house when he tried to escape the truth he glimpsed in her eyes. “Until it kills us.” Her voice was harsh.

		“Sometimes it does,” Mark acknowledged. “I’ve lost friends to the mountains. That’s why I’m careful, why I don’t take any stupid chances.”

		The irony of it seared through her, jarred her to her feet and around the boulder to the darkness of the trees. “Ardeth . . .” She heard him rising, following her. “Ardeth, what’s wrong?” She caught the trunk of a wind-twisted tree, fought unsuccessfully against the harsh laughter clawing up out of her throat. “What’s so funny?”

		“You are. I am. You are taking the biggest, stupidest chance of your life, Mark Frye, and you don’t even know it.”

		“What are you going to do, push me off the mountain?” The jest was gentle, uncertain, meant to pull her back from the cliff he couldn’t see. He was not afraid of her, she realized, he was afraid for her. The sympathy irritated her even as it drew her.

		She should go . . . before that draw grew too strong, before she surrendered to the temptation it offered. She had already succumbed to one lure when she let him climb with her. You knew all along, a voice in her head whispered, you knew what would happen when you got to the top.

		“Ardeth,” he began again, putting on hand out to touch her shoulder. She turned and saw concern, curiosity and desire pass across his face like clouds over the moon. She could feel the heat of his hand through the thin fabric of her shirt.

		She should go. . . . 

		But it was too late. His mouth opened on her name and lost it as she kissed him. Ardeth felt herself dissolve into sensation; rough bark against her back, the scrape of his growing beard against her cheek, the rough-toughened calluses on his fingers on her skin. She gave herself up to it and to the waiting heat that pulsed wherever their bare flesh met. Emptiness opened at gut and groin.

		It was climbing gear that stopped her, dragging her back to awareness. The hooks and buckles, designed for safety, could not be undone without engaging at least part of her mind. Apart, the same sanity seemed to seize him and he drew away from her a little, as if afraid for the first time.

		Ardeth thought of Rozokov, staring alone at the stars. Shame surged through her, bitter and burning.

		“I’m sorry, I . . .” she began and saw dismay begin to replace the curiosity and desire in his eyes. As she pulled away from him, she knew there was nothing else she could say, no explanations that would make any sense . . . or any different. “I’m sorry.”

		She spun into the welcoming arms of the forest and ran down the narrow path, leaving gear and shoes and Mark’s anxious voice behind.

		
	


	

	

		Chapter 8


		The stars wheeled above him, unnoticed.

		Rozokov stooped over the telescope, watching the wind ruffle the moonlit pines at the top of the mountain. The cliff face was not visible from his vantage point, therefore there was no harm in his looking. The skewed logic of the thought amused him suddenly. How easy it was to rationalize his most irrational actions. He had sworn to himself that he would not interfere, would not hover like a protective parent as his fledgling tried her wings, or her claws, on the mountain’s stone. But oaths were easier to make than to keep. The echo of his own warning to her came back to him: “We have an eternity to break our promises . . . and chances are that we shall.”

		He shifted the telescope upwards again, to catch the rivers of Milky Way stars that flowed above the mountain peaks. After their argument, neither of them had mentioned leaving again. If Ardeth had noticed his refusal to answer her questions, she was willing to ignore it. They hunted together and sampled the town’s few nighttime pleasures and slept away the day in each other’s arms . . . but the damage had been done.

		It had never been like this with Jean-Pierre, the only other vampire he had known, more than a century ago in France. But Jean-Pierre had not been his blood-child and never his lover. They could sip their way through the beauties of Paris without the faintest shadow of jealousy to cloud their pleasure. What they shared was nothing that mortals could touch.

		There was another vampire, he reminded himself; the cold, beautiful woman who had somehow been drawn to his clumsy necromancy in the winter of 1459. But she had died the true death two days later, victim of the stake and sword wielded by a priest with Rozokov’s betraying words in his ears. It was his bitter revenge, either the last act of a despairing mortal or the first of an inhuman monster, he had never been able to decide which. But whichever it was, it had meant that he had never known what it was supposed to be like between creator and created, between male vampire and female.

		And with Ardeth everything was different. With her, there was such a tangle of obligation and desire, love and fear, that neither his reason nor his experience could unravel it. When rationality fails, he thought ruefully, I fall back on rationalizations, just like any common mortal man.

		Sighing, Rozokov lifted his head from the telescope. There was no point in looking any more tonight. His mind was resolutely tied to the things on earth and would not see the stars. Usually, the knowledge that the light that reached his eyes was millions of years old make him feel strangely young; tonight it only made him feel alone.

		He cranked the roof of the shed closed, shut the doors behind him, and walked away. It was well past midnight and he let the first stirrings of hunger lead him through the quiet streets towards the deserted pathways that wound beside the river. In the woods beyond the town, there would be elk blood to answer his body’s need and the dark stillness that could perhaps answer his mind’s.

		Then the wind brought him the scent of blood. It was so faint no mortal could have detected it, but it exploded through his senses.

		His feet left the path and drew him through the trees, toward the light shining through the screen of pines and brush. There was a chain-link fence among the trees but the padlock on the gate cracked open under his hand before he had time to wonder why he did it. Just a glance, he promised himself. Just to make sure that no one is bleeding to death . . . 

		Through the branches, he saw two figures on the shadowy patio. The white coat cloaking one of them cued him to the neon “H” above the building. It was the town’s small hospital. That explained the blood scent, then. He started to turn away, then one of the figures spoke and the voice drew him back.

		“Don’t worry about it, Leigh. He’ll be fine.” White coat resolved into a man, middle-aged, balding. “This your first bear attack?”

		Rozokov thought of the bear he had encountered one night as he hunted. They had faced each other on the narrow path and he had sensed the heavy beat of its heart, the thick odour of wet fur, the faint snuffling of its breath. Small eyes glittered for a moment as its head lifted. Its front paws left the ground. No prey here, his mind whispered to it as the great bulk settled again. No competition either. He stepped politely off the path and after a moment the bear ambled past, watching him with wary contempt. He was not certain whether it was the will he aimed at it or its own disinterest that kept it moving but he did not cease his silent message of avoidance until he could no longer hear its tread on the trail. He would not have cared at all to meet it as a mortal.

		“Yeah. I know, it could have been worse. Once we got the bleeding stopped and I could do the stitch-up, things were fine. I’m just . . .” the woman stopped, shrugged. “I’m not used to night shift yet. My body thinks I should be asleep.”

		“You’ll settle in. Tonight was unusual. The worst things you get around here most times are broken legs from skiing in the winter and road rash from biking in the summer. It’ll be positively boring after your stint in the city.”

		“A little boredom I can handle, believe me.”

		The man laughed and checked his watch. “Well, I’ve got rounds. You coming in?”

		“No. I think I’ll sit out here for a few minutes. The air might clear my head.”

		After the man disappeared back into the building, Leigh shifted herself to sit on top of the picnic table along one edge of the patio, her feet propped up on the bench. After a moment, she glanced around with contrived casualness, then dug into her pocket. Rozokov saw a match flare in her hand then resolve into the dim glow of a cigarette tip, glowing like a distant star. Almost unwillingly, he found himself studying her.

		Her hair was brown, bound into an untidy knot at the back of her head. Her face was full of bony angles, giving her a look of sharp strength that was now edged with weariness. Her hunched posture hid a body that was like her face, thin and strong. She took a slow drag on the cigarette and blew smoke at the cloud-shrouded moon.

		The blood must be on her hospital clothing, Rozokov guessed. Or else the constant proximity to it had caused it to permeate her very skin, lending her a sweet perfume only detectable by those for whom it was life itself.

		You should go now, he told himself. The night is waiting. There are elk beyond the town lights. They are enough.

		He was lying, just as surely as Ardeth had. He remembered her angry accusations, the answers he did not have. He did not know which he hated more—her questions or his own indecisiveness. She seemed to have forgotten that she was the child of this century, not he. She relied on him for solutions as if she had no knowledge of her own, as if she had conveniently suspended the intellect and skills which she possessed.

		Perhaps he should act. Perhaps that would break the spell of inertia which seemed to have overcome him. He would make a decision, as Ardeth had urged him. If it was not the sort she had anticipated . . . well, that was hardly his fault.

		It did not take an eternity to break most oaths. Especially the one that had never been spoken.

		He backed away a step, rested his back against the tree trunk that was waiting there and reached out with his mind.

		Leigh lowered her head, cocked it slightly. Slowly, her body unfolded, slipping from the table and moving across the patio, the cigarette dropping forgotten from her fingers. Rozokov saw her mouth open then close over whatever words she had intended.

		The brush rustled around her. Twigs snapped beneath her feet. As she saw him, her eyes widened. He saw the fear there but his gaze quelled it, lulled it within a grey haze. She moved past him and stopped at the fence.

		Close to her, the scent of other blood that had drawn him was drowned out by the heat of her own. He put his hands on her shoulders and felt them tense and tremble.

		“Who are you?” she whispered, her voice vague and dreamy.

		“No one. A dream. A nightmare.”

		“I have to go. . . .”

		“Not yet.” One hand tangled in the knot of her hair to pull her head back and to the side. The other slid down her body, over her breasts, to wrap her waist and pull her tight against him. He thought that he could feel her heart, hammering within its cage of flesh and bone. “You have sworn to preserve life,” he said softly against her ear. “Preserve mine.”

		She made a soft sound when his teeth found her vein and she reached out to hold the fence, steadying herself. He pushed her harder against it, holding her still even as her hips moved against his. His hands closed over hers, wrapping hard around the wire.

		When he was done, he whispered the rituals of forgetfulness against her ear and let her go. He saw her sag against the fence for a moment, and the first tendrils of remorse worked their way through the sweet haze her blood had left. Rozokov took her hand. Her fingers were long and thin, scored now with the marks of the wire fencing. He led her to the edge of the trees then gently propelled her through the branches onto the patio. In a moment or two, she would awaken and, no doubt, attribute her temporary disorientation to her overtired and overstressed state.

		Then he was gone, moving quickly back to the path and down the riverside towards the apartment.

		Above him, the moon shed her veils and laid silver beneath his feet. He did not look up. He ignored both the wanton moon and the spread of stars. There was something about their ancient light that was too bitter for him to bear.

		
	


	

	

		
		Chapter 9


		Ardeth leaned on the stair railing for a moment, staring up at the naked bulb that lit the door to the apartment.

		Go on, she thought, shifting her weight from one bare, aching foot to the other. Go on up and get it over with.

		She had fumbled through a dozen lies on the way home but discarded them. Why should she lie? She hadn’t done anything wrong. Not really. And it was part of her new life—if she didn’t tell him what had happened, how was she ever going to learn to deal with it?

		The conclusion had seemed reasonable three blocks away. Now, poised halfway up the stairs, she wished that she had found a suitable lie. As if you could lie to him, she thought, taking another step towards the door. As if he wouldn’t be able to look at you and know the truth.

		Would he be angry? She climbed another few steps. No, she decided, not angry. He would look at her in the way that tore her heart: sad, sympathetic, knowing. He would forgive her, which in its own way would hurt. When the explanations and guilt were over, nothing would have changed. She could not tell if that thought relieved or infuriated her.

		She reached the top of the stairs. She took a deep breath and tried the door of the apartment.

		The living room was dark, lit only by the faint glow of the moonlight through the window. Rozokov was sitting in his customary chair. She saw the grey glitter of his eyes as he turned his head to look at her.

		She tried not to limp as she entered the room. The pretence fooled neither of them and he was on his feet and at her side in a blur of movement. “Ardeth, what happened?”

		“Nothing.”

		“Where are your shoes?”

		“At the top of Tunnel Mountain, I suppose,” she answered wearily, easing herself into her chair and reaching up to switch on the light.

		“Why did you . . .” he began, then stopped as she lifted one foot to her knee. The sole was criss-crossed with cuts, seeping sluggish blood. Bits of dead leaves mingled with the dirt on her skin. “I’ll get some water,” Rozokov finished, and disappeared into the little kitchen. He emerged a moment later with a pan full of steaming water and a towel. “Can you put your foot into this?”

		She nodded and then forced herself to do it, grateful for the heat of the water that might have scalded anyone else. Despite her resolutions, she was guiltily grateful for the distraction her feet provided.

		Finally, he was done and sat back to look up at her. “You did yourself no serious harm. Now, do you mind telling me what happened?”

		“I went climbing.”

		“I know that. Did you fall?”

		“No, no, nothing like that. The climb was fine. I was afraid for a moment we’d get stuck, but then the moon came out again.”

		“We?”

		“The climber who gave me the map. He came out and found me at the cliff. We climbed it together.”

		Rozokov rose suddenly, then walked over to the window. When he turned his head, the moonlight glowed behind his profile. “And at the top?”

		“We were talking about taking chances, about the lure of danger. It was dark and beautiful and he wanted me.”

		“Did you kill him? Is that why you ran away?”

		“No, of course not. I didn’t even drink from him.”

		“But you might have.”

		“Yes. I might have,” she confessed softly and waited. For his anger—or his absolution. For something. She thought she saw a smile, thin as a snake, touch his mouth.

		“Well, no doubt you can concoct some suitable story for your maidenly retreat. There’s no great harm done.”

		“No harm . . . ? You mean, you don’t care that I almost drank from him?”

		“Not as long as you were careful.”

		“I wouldn’t have just drunk. I would have made love with him.”

		Rozokov looked back out at the silent street. “As long as you were careful,” he repeated. Ardeth stared at him in bewilderment. It had never been said, true, but she knew one of the reasons they had restricted their feeding to elk was to be faithful to one another, to share the love they could give only with each other. And he had always warned against impersonal feeding on mortals, because it made it so easy to slip into the cruel, predatory monster that legends made vampires out to be. She couldn’t believe he would change his mind so suddenly. Unless . . . 

		She was out of her chair in a moment, crossing the floor on feet that no longer felt any pain. She caught his arm. “You did it, didn’t you?”

		“You were right, after all. We need more than elk blood,” he answered softly, sparing no more than a glance at her before resuming his study of the street.

		Something hot and black blossomed inside her, springing from the sleeping seeds of the rage that had sustained her through her first lonely months as a vampire. It swept relentlessly over her other tangled emotions; guilt, pain, a shameful, secret relief. She clung to its diverting heat as she dragged him around to face her, her hands clenched in the fabric of his shirt. “You did it. I left a man who wanted me, who would have done anything for me, and all the time you were drinking someone’s blood. Why did you do it?”

		“I wanted to.”

		“That’s it? You wanted to?”

		“What would you have me say? I wanted to do it. I did it.”

		“Who was she?”

		“It doesn’t matter. She meant nothing.”

		“Yeah, that’s what men all say, isn’t it? Even vampires.”

		“Yes, even vampires. That is what we are, after all. Maybe that is what has been wrong between us. We have been trying to live like something we are not.”

		“Well, you’re the one who wanted to. You’re the one who made all the fine speeches about trying to find a way to live that did not make us into monsters. You’re the one who said you wanted me to love what you really are.” She kept her fingers clenched in his shirt, afraid of what she might do if she let go, afraid that she would either strike blindly at him or fall weeping into his arms or both. “You’re the one who said we could choose what we wanted to be.”

		“Then I was wrong. I can be wrong, as you delighted in pointing out to me the other night,” he snarled back, reaching out to close his fingers over hers and pull her hands from him. “Perhaps the only lie I did not tell the both of us is when I said that we are solitary creatures.”

		Something inside her twisted. Ardeth remembered him saying those words then walking away from her, abandoning her to the night and her new hunger. For her own good, he had said. No matter what the reasons were, he had left her to find her own way to survive, and, when she had found it in a new persona of seduction and mystery that prowled the Queen Street bars, he came back and took it all away from her again, reawakening the conscience and intellect that she had drowned in wild, reckless darkness.

		Not this time, she swore to herself. You won’t walk away from me this time.

		She let go of him, pulled her hands from his. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe that is the only truth you ever told. And now you can find out for sure.”

		She stalked into the bedroom, found her bag and began to jam her meagre belongings into it. “What are you doing?” he asked from the doorway.

		“Leaving.”

		“Where do you think you can go?”

		“Does it matter? You forget, I managed just fine without you back in Toronto.” Her hunt through the drawers revealed their cache of money; she left him half, just as she had the night of their first parting.

		“You do not have to go.” For the first time, she heard something other than icy anger in his voice. She paused, torn between hope and contempt at her inability to resist even the faintest signs of a thaw in his coldness. “Have your climber. Do what you want. There is enough for both of us here.”

		For a moment, she tried to imagine it. To imagine living as vampires, preying on the people of the park instead of its animals. To imaging that she could have Mark and Rozokov would not care. To imagine that he could have his mysterious lover and she would feel nothing.

		But she could not.

		She was on her way to the front door when he caught her arm. She felt the pressure of his will, closing over her mind, seeking to nail her feet to the floor, her heart to his command. Rage fuelled her resistance and she jerked her arm out of his grasp. When she was safely at the door, she turned, knowing she should just go, but wanting to hurt him, hoping that the angry, despairing words might wound him as much as his betrayal had wounded her.

		“I believed you. I thought you knew what the meaning of this existence is, that you were so much wiser than me. But you’re not. You’re just a scared, tired old man.”

		Then she was running down the outside staircase, down the street, through the town. Even though she knew with painful, aching certainty that he wasn’t following her, she did not stop to put on her shoes until she reached the highway.

		
	


	

	
	
		 

	
		Upon your leaving

		I would have that stretching road
rolled and folded up

		And burned to destruction—

		had I but flames from heaven!


		—Lady Sano

	


	

	

		Chapter 10


		Lisa Takara heard the rustle of cloth, then her sister-in-law’s hissed whisper. She didn’t need to open her eyes to guess what happened; Paul had been squirming, unable to keep his six-year-old-boy body still for more than five minutes. And the priest had been praying for a good deal longer than five minutes . . . the numbness in her own ankles could attest to that.

		She moved as discreetly as she could, easing the pressure on her knees and heels as she knelt with her family in the shrine. She knew that she was supposed to be praying too, mind if not lips echoing the Buddhist prayers for the dead, but it was hard to keep her mind on the ceremony. Still, it must be worse for Angela, whose Japanese was rudimentary at best. Of course, her sister-in-law had Paul to keep herself occupied.

		She herself had only memories. She tried to focus on the good ones, the old ones. Her father’s smile as she ran to greet him in the doorway of their old suburban home, the sweets he would slip her behind her mother’s back, his proud eyes watching her during the convocation ceremonies that marked her progress through high school, university and graduate school. But at the end of each waited a more recent vision: her father in his sober suit, elderly and dignified, herself pouring tea, the visitor’s suit sleeve slipping back to reveal the tattoo winding on his forearm. Words like debt and honour and behind them, subtle threats that came and went like the dragons on Mr. Moro’s wrist.

		Lisa caught herself, clenching her fists inside the sleeves of her jacket. Your father is dead and you owe it to his memory to honour him this last time. He was a good father and he loved you. No matter what happened at the end.

		The cadences of the final prayers tugged her back to the ceremony again and she opened her eyes, taking the priest’s cues to guide her final bows. As her brothers rose around her, she found her feet awkwardly. The procession past the coffin was about to begin. She waited behind Robert and Derek, as each bent by the open casket and placed a flower by their father’s head.

		Then it was her turn. She forced herself to look down at the still, empty face. She had heard all the polite platitudes of the mourners: he looks so lifelike, so peaceful, just like he’s sleeping. None of them were true, or were true only to those who willed them to be, who ignored the knowledge that his body was decaying even as they stood there and that his soul had long since fled. None of you know what death looks like, she wanted to scream. None of you have any idea at all.

		Whispers from somewhere behind her made her realize she was still standing at the coffin. She leaned over and laid the white chrysanthemum beside the head. She opened her mouth to say goodbye but her throat froze around the words. She swallowed hard and moved away.

		Outside the temple, in the sunlight of the autumn afternoon, she took a deep breath, trying to clear her head of the incense and the confusion of sorrow and anger that filled her. Someone touched her arm and she turned to find an old friend of her father offering sympathy and tears. She bowed to the woman, mouthing the words of thanks, and submerged herself back in the rituals of grief.

		There was still the cremation to be seen to, then a gathering at Robert’s house, but the mourners lingered in the temple garden, reluctant somehow to move on. Lisa saw faces she recognized: friends of her parents, several of her colleagues from the university, neighbours. There were others she did not know and she found herself studying the faces carefully. Not the Caucasian ones, of course—they were safe. But the Japanese . . . she hunted the male faces as if there would be some clue there, some way she could deduce the presence of secret tattoos and underworld ties.

		She felt terribly vulnerable, held by the old world the gardens and temple seemed to evoke. Since her return from Toronto, she had struggled to stay only in the world of the now, of the here. On the suburban streets of her brother’s neighbourhood, in the white sterility of the university laboratories, she had felt safe.

		It hadn’t saved her, of course. But it had been two weeks since the night Takashi Yamagata had questioned her and she had not heard from him again.

		Behind her, someone said her name.

		She turned and saw a young woman watching her from the shadow of a tree. “Dr. Takara,” she repeated, stepping forward a little. Lisa’s feet moved before she thought about it, bringing her closer. The woman took off her sunglasses and smiled. She had a wide, friendly face framed by black hair cut in an exquisitely precise bob. Her charcoal-coloured suit was simple and discreet, the skirt a tasteful yet chic length above her knees. “Please accept my condolences on your loss.” Her English was clear and precise, but edged in an accent strong enough to tell Lisa that she was no Nisei, born and bred in Canada.

		Lisa bowed automatically and saw the woman echo her action. “Thank you. Did you know my father?”

		“No. But he had done business with my employer’s organization.” Lisa froze again, suddenly wanting to look around, to search the shadows and bushes for the threat she was sure was waiting, but she did not dare. Surely they wouldn’t do it here, she realized, forcing herself to think logically. Not in front of so many people. If they had wanted to question her again, there had been a thousand more opportune moments than this one. If they had wanted her dead, that night in the limousine would have ended with her body floating in Vancouver harbour.

		“I’m sure he would be gratified by your kind thoughts,” she said carefully, grateful suddenly for the formalities of mourning.

		“My employer would very much like to extend his sympathies to you in person.”

		“We’re having a reception at my brother’s home. We would be happy to have him join us.”

		“Unfortunately, he has other commitments. He would be very grateful if you could meet him this evening.” Her voice was polite but Lisa could hear the iron beneath it.

		“I can’t.”

		“Tomorrow then.”

		“I’m afraid I’m busy.”

		“Please, Dr. Takara. My employer is a very patient man but some of those who work for him are not. He wishes you to know that he understands your . . . concerns . . . and that his methods are not the same as any of his employees you may have already met. He would be happy to have you choose a place to meet, so that you might be assured of his good intentions.”

		“I can’t tell him anything more than I’ve already told the other one,” Lisa said, unable to bear the careful hedging, the polite almost-truths.

		“Perhaps not. But if you tell him the truth as well, then everything will be over.”

		“Will it?”

		“Of course. Mr. Fujiwara is a man of his word. You have nothing to fear from him.” She reached into her purse and then extended her hand to Lisa. “Here is his card. We are staying at the Pan-Pacific Hotel. My name is Akiko Kodama. You may call me and tell me where you wish to meet. Please do not be afraid, Dr. Takara.”

		Then she bowed and was gone, a slim black figure disappearing down the path, heels clicking on the flagstones. Between an embossed crest of a stylized flower and a line of Japanese letters was a name: Sadamori Fujiwara.

		It reminded her suddenly of the other card, the one she carried all through the nightmare in the secret laboratory. She had never called the number either . . . but that hadn’t stopped them.

		She heard Derek’s voice calling her. Tucking the card into her purse, she turned back towards the funeral, willing herself to put on the face of the grieving daughter, and forget that her father’s last legacy to her was not sadness but fear.

		
	


	

	

		Chapter 11

		
		The Trans-Canada Highway unrolled before her, running like a long, straight arrow towards the heart of the eastern sky. Ardeth walked along the shoulder of the road, listening to the gravel crunch beneath her feet, listening for the sound of cars approaching behind her. At the hiss of tires on asphalt, she turned into the dazzle of headlights and held out her thumb.

		The car rushed by her, carrying its cocooned passengers into the night. She shifted her pack on her shoulder and kept walking.

		She had slept the first day in the woods outside of Cammore and, at dusk, caught a ride with a group of university students as far as Calgary. From there her feet and another ride had taken her into Saskatchewan. Another day slept away in a crumbling barn and now here she was, walking through the clear prairie night.

		She wondered what Rozokov was doing. She found her thoughts circling back to that question again and again, probing at the pain as if to ensure that it was still there. It always was, lying just below the surface of her mind. She would ask herself the question and, in a rush of raw anger, invent answers that only seemed to make it worse. Rozokov with a faceless woman in his arms, his hands in her hair, his mouth on hers. Rozokov drinking from the wrist of a lush body that sprawled in moonlit nakedness on the bed that they had shared.

		She gritted her teeth and forced herself to keep her eyes on the road, refusing to look at the blaze of stars above her.

		You should have gone west at Calgary, Ardeth told herself again, half-heartedly. You’d be in Vancouver now, sitting by the water and watching the moon. But something had turned her feet eastward and now it was too late to change her mind. Home, something whispered deep inside her, I’m going home.

		Two hours later, she was still walking. The moon burned over the horizon. Ardeth remembered it calling her up the mountain. Don’t think about it, she told herself, turning it into a mantra to mutter in time to her footsteps. Don’t think about it. The chant soothed her somewhat, the repetition a distraction from the endless speculation about what was happening in the rooms she had left behind.

		An engine rumbled behind her and she turned without thinking, extending her arm in the old gesture of hitchhiking. The car rushed by her without even slowing down. She sighed and kept moving backwards, watching a distant pair of headlights draw closer. Here she was, breaking another rule. She remembered Sara and her teenage friends mistakenly flagging down her father’s car and spending the next month confined in their rooms each Saturday night. The echoes of old warnings whispered in the wind through the wheat fields. Hitchhiking was dangerous. Hitchhiking led to death, to fates worse than death.

		Then again, she thought ruefully, she’d never done anything more dangerous than walk around the block—and look how safe she had been.

		The headlights filled her eyes, left her blinded for a moment. She heard the mutter of an engine and the rattle of tires on gravel. Then she turned and saw the back of the pick-up truck waiting for her, Saskatchewan plates between the red eyes of tail-lights.

		She had the brief impression of a tanned face, pale blue eyes shadowed by a tractor cap as the man leaned over to open the passenger door. “Where you headed?”

		“Toronto.”

		“Not going that far,” he said with a chuckle. “Will Williamston do?”

		“Good enough,” Ardeth agreed and slid up into the truck. Hitchhiking is dangerous, the wheat sighed to her. So what, her mind whispered back. So am I.

		His name was Gord. He was driving back to his small home town after a weekend visiting friends. “Just partying,” he had said and, carefully arranging her feet around the two-four of beer on the floor of the cab, Ardeth decided he hadn’t finished yet. He was younger than she was by several years. Under the tractor cap his shaggy brown hair looked as though it could stand a wash, and his clothes, rumpled T-shirt, faded jeans and heavy flannel shirt, appeared to have been slept in.

		The cab of the truck smelled like stale beer and cigarettes. For a moment, memory swept her, drowning her in sensation; the rough carpet of the van floor against her cheek, the pain in her bound hands, her eyelashes against the blindfold. Her fists clenched, nails digging hard into her skin, and she resurfaced into the dark prairie night. She cranked down the window a little and sucked in a long breath of cool air.

		Don’t think about it, he told herself. If she thought about the kidnapping, she would think about her captivity in the asylum. If she thought about that, she would think about Rozokov.

		“Want a smoke?” The voice dragged her attention back to the man beside her. He had one cigarette dangling from his lips and the pack held out towards her.

		“No,” she answered quickly, grateful for the distraction. “Go ahead.”

		“Have a beer, if you like.”

		“Not right now, thanks.”

		He asked her perfunctory questions and didn’t seem to suspect that most of her answers were lies. After that, he was silent, seeming to take refuge in the loud wail of Guns N’ Roses on his cheap tape player. Ardeth looked out the window and watched the fields ripple beneath the moon.

		The shudder of the tires as they left the highway jarred her awake. Where am I? she wondered in brief bewilderment, tipping her head back from the window, breathing in the stale, smoky air. She must have dozed off, lulled by the endless, unchanging scenery. Then it came back: the highway, the truck, the wheat sighing its warnings.

		She turned her head slowly and looked at Gord. He glanced over at her furtively. She saw him flick his cigarette out the window. “Where are we?”

		“Just a shortcut, you know . . .”

		“A shortcut,” she repeated and thought of the highway running straight across the province, pure of purpose and unhindered by mountain or lake or turn. Something that might have been laughter boiled against her tongue and she bit down to keep it in.

		“Want a beer now?” Gord’s voice sounded thin and nervous, even though he had to raise it over the sound of a wailing guitar solo.

		“I don’t drink beer,” Ardeth answered and had to swallow the wild laughter again.

		The gravel beneath the wheels turned to dirt and ruts rocked the truck as it moved. “Nice shortcut,” she observed, peering out the window at the featureless sea of grain around them. The truck jolted to a stop and she glanced over at Gord. His hands were clenched on the wheel. “Why are we stopping?”

		“Not in a hurry, are you?” he asked, almost defensively, but she could hear the dark current of anger running beneath it, the darker rocks of anticipation waiting beneath that. “No reason not to take a break, you know. Have a drink. Party a little.”

		It would be easy to agree. Just smile and nod and let him drink his courage back up and let him kiss her and touch her and take her own satisfaction before he came even close to his. She could even leave him enough energy to drive her on to the next town. His blood would taste so much better than the cow’s blood she had sipped before hitting the highway this evening.

		Then she looked at the moon and thought of Mark and the mountain and Rozokov’s distant profile against the moonlight. He would do it, she thought bitterly. He would take the chance that was offered and never care. But I’m stronger than that. I gave up Mark’s blood, Mark’s love . . . and this stupid hayseed rapist is no substitute. This stupid hayseed rapist is no revenge.

		“No. Take me back to the highway.”

		“Now, come on. Stay a while.”

		“No.”

		“Well, I ain’t driving you back. Not for free. You didn’t think this ride was for free, did you? Come on, a girl like you, on the road. You know the score.” His hand settled on her thigh; she thought she could feel his sweat through her jeans. “Relax and enjoy it. Have a beer.”

		“You haven’t been listening. I don’t drink beer.” Her fingers closed on his hand and pulled it away from her body, tightening slowly. She heard him gasp involuntarily and turned to face him. “And you wouldn’t like the way I party, believe me.” She gave him her widest smile, knowing her teeth were white as ice in the moonlight.

		She saw the contradictory emotions fight their battle in his eyes: ego, aggression and a terrible, mindless longing against reason, guilt and the beginnings of fear. For a moment, she thought the former would win, would drive him on down the path he had started, unable to give it up until she ended it for him. Then something broke and his eyes dropped.

		“Jesus, let go of me. All right, all right, I’ll take you back.” He snatched his hand away as soon as her fingers loosened and she heard him mutter “bitch” under his breath. He fumbled with the ignition key, then the lights illuminated the narrow track of road ahead of them. Ardeth watched him carefully as he backed the truck carelessly into the grain, pulling an awkward U-turn that aimed them back towards the highway.

		He was careful not to look at her until they reached the next town. He pulled the truck up to a corner. “Get out.”

		“Gord.” He looked then, dragged by the sweet, seductive drawl in her voice. He flinched a little, then his pale blue eyes met hers. “You know what they say. Picking up hitchhikers can be dangerous. I’d remember that, if I were you.”

		That was all she could do for the women who came after her, a warning voiced with all the persuasive power she possessed. Then she slammed the door and watched his truck start away from the curb.

		Ardeth looked down the quiet main street. In the east, the horizon glowed with the promise of dawn. No time to fine a hiding place now; she’d just have to spend some money. She sighed and hitched her pack onto her back, and started towards the neon motel sign glowing beyond the stop lights that swung in the eastbound wind.

		
	


	

	

		Chapter 12


		Lisa Takara sat in the comforting darkness of the hotel bar, grateful for the solid wooden partition rising behind her back, separating her booth from the next. She ran her finger down the side of her drink, the cool glass bleeding moisture onto her skin. She looked at her watch.

		Almost seven o’clock

		She glanced around the room again, checking faces. There was a crowd of businessmen at the table near the front of the room, two grey-haired women at the booth across the aisle from her, a cluster of young men and women at the bar itself. Everything looked reassuringly ordinary . . . just as she had planned.

		She had known all along that she had no choice but to meet with Sadamori Fujiwara but she had stubbornly made him wait until the third night after her father’s funeral. When she called from the lobby, Akiko had answered and, after a brief pause, had agreed to the hotel bar as the meeting place and ten minutes later as the time. Lisa was determined that she would not be taken by surprise. If they wanted to kidnap her, or kill her, they would not do it easily.

		But they could do it just the same. If they really wanted to. She had only to remember Takashi Yamagata’s eyes and his fingers around her wrist to know that.

		She glanced down at the glass of soda water in her hand, poked absently at the submerged lime with the tiny cocktail skewer in the shape of a red plastic sword.

		“Takara-san?”

		Her head snapped up and saw the short man standing by her table. She had a brief vision of a broad face, eyes banded with sunglasses, then he bowed slightly. “Konbanwa. Fujiwara Sadamori desu.”

		“Konbanwa,” she answered and asked him to join her, gesturing to the padded booth bench across from her. The Japanese syllables sounded awkward in her mouth. She had dreaded this, that he would speak only Japanese to her, and she would be forced to struggle through its tangles of courtesy and obligation, where any slip might mean her life.

		“Thank you, Dr. Takara. If we could speak in English, I would be grateful. I am afraid my knowledge is somewhat outdated and I am happy for any opportunity to practise,” he said smoothly. His English was impeccable. Lisa was torn for one wild moment between anger and gratitude. He had spared her the necessity of negotiating her freedom in Japanese with perfect courtesy, but she knew that he could have insisted on his own tongue . . . and that now she was already in debt to him for the favour.

		“Of course,” she said at last and was relieved when a waiter materialized at her side.

		“Two of whatever the doctor is having,” Fujiwara said, and the waiter vanished again. Lisa watched across the table, wishing the man would take his sunglasses off. They seemed to cover more than his eyes, somehow turning his whole face into a mask. She could not even tell his age with any certainty; his hair was touched with grey at the temples but his face seemed unlined, the wide jaw firm. His grey suit looked expensive, as did his tie, silk woven with a subtle pattern of flying cranes. There were no rings on the broad, strong-looking fingers resting on the table. She could not help a glance at his wrist, hunting for a tattoo beneath the immaculate white cuffs of his shirt, but saw nothing.

		“Thank you for agreeing to meet with me.”

		“Did I have a choice?”

		“Of course. You could, for instance, have gone to the police. But if you were going to do that, you would have done it after Mr. Yamagata questioned you. It has puzzled me greatly that you did not.”

		She almost asked how he knew she hadn’t, then realized it didn’t matter. “I had enough of the police back in Toronto. I told them everything I know about what happened. I told Mr. Yamagata everything I know, too. Now I just want to be left alone.”

		“I cannot speak for the police in Toronto, but I know that Mr. Yamagata does not believe you.”

		“I can’t help that.”

		“But I can. Perhaps if you were to tell me . . .” His voice trailed off as the waiter reappeared and set down their glasses. When he was gone, Lisa spoke, leaning forward and lowering her voice unconsciously. She told him that same story she had told everyone else.

		When she was done, she saw a faint smile edge the yakuza leader’s mouth and he nodded thoughtfully. She closed her fingers around her glass and took a slow, measured sip. She noticed that Fujiwara had not touched his.

		“Since you have told me a story, please permit me to tell you one,” he said, after a long moment. “About six months ago, an ambitious young man—let us call him Yamagata—saw a snuff film. No doubt, very few people believed what they saw in the film was anything but an elaborate act. Or, if the death was real, the manner of it was falsified in some way, for it was like something from a horror film. But Mr. Yamagata knew enough to suspect it was real. He tracked the film back to its makers, who were employed by a multinational firm that was both partner and competitor to the man’s own criminal organization. When rumours reached him that this company was buying or coercing scientists into service, he found his way in. The daughter of a man who owed his organization for its help was a leading researcher. It took careful planning but he manoeuvred her into the service of the company. He heard nothing from her for several months. Then after one night of violence, she reappeared, the sole survivor of the fire that destroyed Havendale and all its secrets. And when he questioned her, even threatened her, she claimed that she knew nothing. So now he waits, trying to decide if the snuff film lied . . . or she did. And what he is prepared to risk in a foreign country to make her tell the truth.”

		“And where do you fit into the story?”

		“Ah. A good question. The young man believes that the head of his organization does not know what he has been doing. This, of course, is not so. The oyabun knows what . . . and suspects why. The oyabun acknowledges some . . . responsibility . . . for what his lieutenant has done. And,” the man smiled suddenly, sharply, “the oyabun now knows that it is the woman who lies.”

		Lisa felt something deep in her stomach turn over sickeningly. Her spin dissolved into water and she pressed herself hard against the back of the booth, her hands flat on the table in front of her. She couldn’t panic, not now, not when her thoughts had to be clear and precise. “Why would I lie?” she asked at last.

		“Because you fear you will be disbelieved. Because you fear you will be believed. Or perhaps because you fear something else more than you fear the yakuza.”

		“And if I have been lying, why should I tell you the truth?”

		“Because my interest is . . . unique. Tell me, Dr. Takara, do you believe in vampires?”

		The question almost took her breath away, threatening to snatch sense with it. Not even Yamagata had said the word. She took shaky command over herself again. It’s just one more lie . . . and if you do it properly it isn’t a lie at all, she told herself firmly. “Vampires? You mean European counts in black capes who turn into bats? I’m a scientist, Mr. Fujiwara. I don’t believe in fairy tales.”

		He laughed suddenly, a soft chuckle of genuine amusement. “Very clever, Dr. Takara. No, I do not mean ‘European counts in black capes who turn into bats.’ I mean vampires.”

		“I don’t believe in fairy tales,” Lisa repeated. “Do you?”

		“Yes. And so does Mr. Yamagata. And that is why you should tell the truth.”

		“You can believe anything you want. I don’t understand why that has anything to do with me.”

		He smiled indulgently. “I also believe that you are a clever woman. Althea Dale was certainly insane . . . but Mr. Yamagata and I are not. Sooner or later you will think to ask yourself why such sober businessmen would believe in ‘fairy tales.’”

		A thread of terrible suspicion wove its icy way into Lisa’s mind. “Why then,” she asked, “why do you believe in vampires?”

		His answer was a brief rattle of impenetrable words that sounded like Japanese but somehow were not. “I’m sorry, I don’t understand.”


		
In the autumn sky

		The moon floats above the water

		Searching the still lake:

		But a ripple from the shore

		Obscures her own reflection.


		he quoted, then frowned. “That did not translate very well. I am sadly out of practice at spontaneous poetry.”

		“What language was that?” Lisa asked, all the time knowing the answer.

		“Japanese. The Japanese of my youth,” he answered and took off his sunglasses. There were lines around his eyes, crinkling skin that looked as translucent as rice paper. As she stared into the black depths of his stare, she thought of another pair of eyes, smoke-grey and as old as dying stars. The eyes of a vampire.

		“You see.” The soft voice drew her back to the reality of the hotel bar. “I need nothing from the vampire you met in the Dale laboratory.”

		“You could have made me tell you. Any time you wanted, you could have made me tell you,” she whispered.

		“Of course. But I am an old man and long past the stage where I take pleasure in frightening young women. Now perhaps we should pay the waiter and go someplace more private for the rest of this conversation.”

		She nodded dully, still stunned, and watched while he signalled the waiter and left payment and a generous tip on the table. When he rose, she realized with a start how short he was, barely over five feet tall. Sitting across from her, the dark weight of his presence had been overwhelming. She felt a mad impulse to laugh, but then he held out his hand to her and the urge died. She slid out of the booth without touching him. He didn’t seem offended, merely let his hand drop and led the way out of the bar and into the hotel lobby.

		They didn’t speak while the elevator carried them to his suite. Inside, she glanced around the living room, looking for Akiko, but saw no sign of the young woman. “She is not here,” Fujiwara said.

		“Is she . . . ?” Lisa began, then stopped, remembering the woman walking away through the sunlit garden.

		“No. She is as mortal as you. Please sit down.” He gestured politely to the long couch but there was an air of command about his movement and the sound of one long accustomed to being obeyed in his voice. She sat and felt the first tremor of fear when he settled beside her, instead of in one of the deep armchairs. “Now tell me what truly happened at Havendale.”

		She did, the words coming haltingly at first, then tumbling in a wild rush. For the first time, she told the true end of the story: the kidnapping of Sara Alexander, Ardeth’s surrender, and the arrival of Rozokov and Mickey to rescue them both, her choice to help the vampires escape, her decision to flee alone before the fire started. She was surprised to discover how little the yakuza really knew. Fujiwara had never heard of Ardeth—it was only Rozokov they had seen, in the snuff films.

		“How do you know they did not all die in the fire?” Fujiwara asked, when she was done.

		“I know Ardeth’s sister, Sara, didn’t. She’s in a rock band in Toronto and I’ve seen ads for them playing out here. If she didn’t, I don’t think the others did.”

		“And you told the police and Mr. Yamagata none of this?”

		“How could I? They’d either think I was crazy or it would all start over again. I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life creating monsters in a secret yakuza laboratory.”

		“I do not think Mr. Yamagata had that in mind,” Fujiwara admitted. “And I think, perhaps, that my kind were not the worst monsters in your story.”

		“No,” Lisa acknowledged. “Dimitri Rozokov should have killed me for knowing what he and Ardeth were. He let me live. I owed him for that. And now that you know the truth, what do you intend to do with it?”

		“It has been many years since I have seen one of my blood,” he said softly. “Call it an old man’s sentimentality.”

		“What about My Yamagata?”

		“He won’t trouble you again.” The calm confidence in his voice made her laugh bitterly. Like a father promising a child that there are no monsters in the closet, she thought, and wondered if his promise was worth as much as her father’s had been. “I could do more, if you wish.” She glanced up sharply, studying the smooth unlined face, the ancient eyes. “I could turn the lie into the truth.”

		“For me, you mean.”

		“For you,” he acknowledged. She thought about what it would be like to have back what the yakuza had taken from her. More than her freedom, more than her security, they had taken away her certainty about the world, her belief in her rational understanding of the universe. If vampires could exist, then anything could.

		“How?”

		“Just look into my eyes, that is all.”

		“And I’ll forget?”

		“About Rozokov, about Ardeth. About me,” he promised. She swallowed hard and willed herself to look at him. The eyes in their cradle of folded flesh looked black and fathomless. It would be easy, she thought distantly, just to drown all the nightmares and memories and terrible doubts in those beckoning wells. She felt his hands close over hers and one finger stroke along the length of her wrist, following the vein. She imagined herself standing on the edge of a bottomless pool, toes curled about the stone, body tensed for the long dive into cool oblivion.

		If vampires could exist, then anything could.

		But she could not wilfully blind herself to the truth. She could not pretend the universe was less complicated than it was. To do so would betray every belief she held.

		She realized suddenly that it was not the knowing that terrified her, but the uncertainty. She believed that Rozokov and Ardeth could be vampires . . . but she did not know it. She did not know why it mattered so much to her. She believed in neutrons and quarks and chaos theory. She believed in dark matter and neural receptors. She believed in a thousand things she had not touched and many that no one had ever seen. Were vampires so different? Her intellect told her no but something deeper, something older, denied it.

		“No. Don’t make me forget,” she said at last. “Make me know.” Something flickered in the dark eyes, like embers forced to life by a breath of oxygen. He turned her hand over in his.

		She observed each sensation carefully, clinically: the faint touch of red in his eyes as he lifted her wrist, the coolness of his lips against her skin, the moment of suction that tugged at her veins, the sharp stab of pain, the indescribable sensation of blood leaving body for his. With detached wonder, she felt her heartbeat quicken, her breath catch. When the brief feeding was done, she fingered the tiny marks on her wrist and acknowledged, with ruthless, scientific honesty, one more observation: she was unbearably aroused.

		“Do you know?”

		“Yes,” she breathed, touching her pulse. “I know.”

		
	


	

	

		Chapter 13


		Ardeth wove her way through the cars jammed into the restaurant parking lot. So this is where they all ended up, she thought with grim amusement, all those cars that passed me by without stopping. She couldn’t see that this roadside stop was any more attractive than any other she’d seen on her journey but perhaps it was location that counted. Perhaps this restaurant occupied the spot that you were guaranteed to reach just as you were getting hungry, no matter where your point of departure or destination.

		She shivered a little, recognizing the stirrings of hunger deep inside her own body. She had drunk from a sleepy cow early the previous night but it seemed to satisfy even less than elk’s blood. The long miles she had walked, both last night and in the hour since she had awoken, had left her tired and edgy. Her sleep had been snatched in uneasy moments in the basement of what had appeared to be an empty house.

		There was nothing on the restaurant’s menu that would bring her any nourishment, but in the crowded stop she might find another ride to take her on the next step of her journey.

		In the line to order, she surveyed the selection. Several truck drivers, groups of teenagers out from some local town, families with weary, cranky children, lone men who alternated between staring out the window and into their coffee cups.

		Not looking good, she acknowledged with a sigh, wishing again that she could have simply taken a bus or a train. She had thought about it more than once as she walked through the empty night. She had even checked the schedule in one of the larger towns. Both methods of transportation had turned out to be more expensive than she had expected. She couldn’t afford it even if she were willing to risk dangers: exposure to daylight she could not control, the vulnerability of sleeping in public, the lack of opportunity to feed in a safe manner.

		At the counter, she ordered a hot chocolate to justify her presence and went in search of a seat. The booths along the walls and windows were full and the tables all had at least one occupant. She scanned the faces carefully. A man caught her eye and smiled. She looked away.

		There was a woman sitting alone, a book propped open on the table in front of her. She was consuming french fries with automatic regularity, her fork lifting them to her mouth without her mind ever seeming to notice the actions. Mid-thirties, Ardeth guessed, from the suggestion of lines bracketing her eyes and mouth. Her hair was brown, cropped short. Earrings of silver and green beads dangled from her ears, almost tangling in the collar of the bulky blue sweater she wore.

		Ardeth watched her swallow another mouthful of french fries without looking at them. I used to do that, she thought with a feeling of detached déjà vu. I sat in restaurants and ate alone, barely noticing my food as I read.

		“Do you mind if I sit here?” The woman looked up when Ardeth spoke.

		“No, go ahead,” she answered and returned her attention to her book. Ardeth tipped her head a little to see the title: The Golden Bough. She had read it a long time ago, doing research for an undergraduate anthropology essay. She set her cup down and wondered which way the woman was heading.

		“That’s not the kind of thing you usually see people reading in these restaurants,” she commented at last, and the woman looked up, blue eyes curious but wary.

		“It’s for a class.”

		“Are you a student or a professor?”

		“Professor. English Literature, University of Winnipeg. Her gaze flickered down to the text then back up at Ardeth. “What about you?”

		“I was doing my doctoral thesis in History at the University of Toronto. Does it show?” 

		The woman laughed a little. “Not really. But if you recognized the book, I guessed that you must have been at university.”

		“For many years,” Ardeth admitted. She hadn’t thought about those ten years in a long time. For the last six months, that time had seemed as remote to her as her early childhood.

		“Did you finish your thesis?”

		“No. Some things . . . happened.”

		“I know the story. It took me five years to finish mine on Renaissance drama.” She closed the book and held out her hand. “My name’s Kate Butler.”

		“Ardeth.” She didn’t volunteer a last name and Kate didn’t ask.

		“Where are you headed?”

		“Back to Toronto. What about you?”

		“Winnipeg. I’ve been visiting my parents in Saskatchewan.”

		“How much farther is it to Winnipeg?”

		“It’s a few hours down the highway. Are you planning to stop there?”

		“I don’t know,” Ardeth admitted and managed an embarrassed look. “It depends on whether I get a ride or not.”

		“Are you hitchhiking?” Kate asked in disbelief. “That’s not exactly the safest thing you could be doing.”

		“Tell me about it. But I’ve got to get back to Toronto and that’s the only way I can manage it.”

		“Well, you’ve got a ride as far as Winnipeg. As long as you don’t mind giving me whatever inside information you’ve got on U. of T.’s English Department.” Ardeth smiled.

		“You’ve got a deal.”

		Fifteen minute later, they were on the road. Kate’s battered Honda hummed along, almost drowning out the sound of U2 on the tape deck. Ardeth had dutifully repeated all the facts and gossip she could recall about the English Department of the University of Toronto. “Are you looking for a job there?” she asked at last. Kate shrugged.

		“It’s my long-term plan. I can’t make a move for a couple of years but it never hurts to keep up with the news.”

		“Why can’t you go sooner?”

		“My parents are getting on,” she answered after a moment. “My brothers and sisters all live near them, look after the farm and all that, but . . . you know how it is.”

		Ardeth nodded, not knowing what to say. Her parents had died five years ago in a car accident and the daily grief had long faded. What if they were still alive? she wondered for the first time. Would it change things? Could I go home? Which would be worse for them—living with the mystery of their daughter’s disappearance or with the truth of what she had become? She was suddenly glad that she had never had to make that choice, that Sara was her only living relative. She shivered at the unconscious irony of the thought. My only living relative. My only blood-kin. But there was another, of course. He was living, if not exactly mortal, and she was tied to him by ties of blood, by the taste of his blood in her mouth and the feel of his teeth sliding into her flesh.

		The thought made her shiver, touching her with dread and longing. I left my blood-kin behind, he thought fiercely. I left my parents long before the accident took them. I survived leaving them and then losing them. I’ll survive leaving Rozokov.

		Kate was talking again, about the University of Winnipeg and her students, her ongoing research, her boyfriend, her life. Ardeth let the words wash over her, soothing the sting of her memory. She found herself drawn into her own revelations about her interrupted thesis, the forgotten trials and pleasures of the academic world that had been her home for so many years. They had attended different universities and majored in different disciplines but they had experienced the same stresses and satisfactions, recognized the same absurdities and follies.

		“Are you planning to finish it? Your thesis?” Kate asked at last, as if shared laughter and confession had finally made the question acceptable.

		Ardeth looked out the window for a moment. “I don’t think that’s an option anymore.”

		“Why not?” Kate persisted.

		“Things have changed.”

		“Things always change. If you want it, you should do it.” She smiled and shook her head slightly. “I know, I know, easy for me to say. You’ll have to excuse me. I’m an incurable optimist.”

		Ardeth glanced back at her. “You’re excused. Incurable optimism is just what I need right now.”

		“We’re almost there,” Kate said, concentrating on the thickening traffic. “Do you have a place to stay?” Ardeth glanced at her watch. It was just after midnight.

		“Just drop me at the next exit outside town. I can still get another ride tonight.”

		“Ardeth, I can’t . . .”

		“Kate, trust me. I travel better at night. I’ll be fine.” For a moment, she thought the subtle persuasion of her voice and will wouldn’t be strong enough to defeat the other woman’s concern but then Kate nodded.

		“Whatever you like,” she said calmly, signalling to pull off into a small roadside stop containing a gas station and doughnut shop. As the car coasted to a halt, Ardeth collected her pack.

		“Thanks for the ride. It was the best time I’ve had since I started this trip.” Which was no more than the truth.

		“My pleasure. Good luck. Remember, there’s always room in the world for another thesis.”

		“About public transportation in nineteenth-century Toronto?” Ardeth asked and Kate laughed.

		“Even about much more tedious things than that.”

		“I’ll think about it,” Ardeth promised as she closed the door and waved to the Honda’s taillights as it pulled away. She had thought the words were a lie, but as she sat in the doughnut shop, sipping weak coffee and considering whether the trucker in the corner would offer a safe ride, she found herself keeping her word.

		She liked Kate, with her directness and her wry sense of humour. Is that what it could have been like for me? she wondered. A teaching job, research into something that fascinated me, a boyfriend. A life. She thought of her apartment and the familiar comforts of books, of the couch that had begun to mould itself to her body, of the same, predictable routine of study and teaching.

		All of that is gone, gone forever, she told herself sternly. There is nothing in that picture that allows for what you are now.

		The trucker gave her a ride and didn’t try to touch her.

		As the truck rolled on towards the east, Ardeth stared into the darkness and heard Kate’s words whisper in the wheels. “Why not?” they asked her over and over. “Why not?”

		
	


	

	

		Chapter 14

		
		Dimitri Rozokov sat in the corner of the coffee shop, watching the wisp of steam rise from the tiny cup of espresso sitting in front of him. The small round table gleamed black. The cup was black too, turning the coffee into a pale, muddy moon in an empty sky. He hooked one finger through the handle and lifted the cup to his lips. The coffee burned across his tongue and seared its way into his stomach. The sharp, bitter taste was strangely soothing.

		He looked out past his ghostly reflection hanging in the window. I wonder where she is, he wondered for the thousandth time, then pushed the thought away.

		It had been three nights since Ardeth had left. He had thought about going after her, trusting his instinct to let him find her path, but one night had passed and then another and now he could seem to do nothing but sit here in the false warmth of the coffee shop and wonder where she had gone.

		To make matters worse, each night since her flight had been cloudy, so even the solace of the stars had been denied him.

		You should be relieved, he told himself, sipping the espresso again. Now there are no questions to answer, no decisions to make. He did not have to control the future now—he only had to let it happen.

		Rationalizations again. He hid his bitter smile in another taste of the bitter coffee. She had not taken the questions with her; she had left new ones in her wake. He had believed it when he had told her they were solitary creatures. He had also believed it when he made the “fine speeches” about morality and mortality that she had thrown back at him so venomously. Dimitri, my friend, you are a man of flexible mind. An important attribute in a vampire, or so he had always believed.

		But if the fine speeches were true, why had he fallen from their precepts so easily? And if solitude was the truth, why was he so lonely?

		A sound from the doorway, a familiar voice, jerked his attention back to the world around him. He looked up; sudden, irrational hope a sharp pain in his heart . . . 

		The dark-haired doctor stood with a group of friends at the coffee counter. Her hair was loose and shining. The tall, thin body seemed full of sinewy energy, barely contained by tight jeans and bright purple parka. Rozokov remembered that body pressed between his and the fence. The memory of her blood blotted out the taste of coffee on his tongue.

		She turned suddenly, eyes scanning the shop, looking for a free table as her friends ordered.

		See me.

		For a moment, her eyes met his and he noticed for the first time that they were blue. Then her gaze moved on, drawn by the lure of the empty tables to his left.

		Disbelief surged through him for a moment, anger on its heels. How dare she ignore him? How dare she not acknowledge the power he had over her?

		Something cracked and he looked down to see the handle of the espresso cup between his fingers. His rage died suddenly as it had flared up.

		And you lost Ardeth for that? For a woman whose unconscious does not even remember you?

		He left two dollars on the table to pay for the broken cup and left the shop, careful not to look at Leigh. But her laughter followed him into the night.

		He let his feet wander, unwilling to go back to his empty rooms this early. The back streets of Banff were quiet. A car passed him, headlights dazzling his eyes. Behind him, he could hear the hiss of bicycle tires on the pavement, then the rider swept by him, legs pumping, long hair flying.

		On his way to the river, he found himself at the cemetery. He stood for a moment at the gate, then followed his impulse over the wire fence. He walked up a gravel path, pausing to look at the inscriptions. The names were mostly Scottish, Irish, Italian. Dates from the early century onward. The headstones bore angels and wreaths and, once in a while, the mountains that the dead had loved, and sometimes, died for.

		At the centre, there was a mausoleum. It was not much, as mausoleums went. Certainly, it was nothing like the great family crypts in which he had sheltered back in Europe. But even this place must have its founding families who entombed their dead in granite and marble, rather than wood and dirt. He went to the door and peered through the copper-coloured grate. Moonlight touched white marble.

		With a sigh, Rozokov turned and settled down onto the stone stoop, his back against the looked metal door. What would it feel like to rest inside the cold stone? To lie there forever, flesh decaying, bones turning white? Would it be like the long sleep but without the all-devouring hunger to call one back to the world?

		But during the long sleep, his soul—if he still had one—was firmly ensconced inside his undead body. If he died the true death, what would happen to it?

		This was a godless age, this new world into which he had awoken. No, he acknowledged, not precisely godless. But the gods of this time had no interest in souls. Earthly dollars and devotion would suffice the popular idols of the twentieth century. And surely there was more solace than ever in the faith he had chosen so long ago, the belief in science. According to its laws, when his long life at last ended, his matter would melt back into the universe and be reconstituted once again as a flower or a cockroach or a star.

		But he had an older faith, one he had never quite shaken in all the centuries. He did not pray, he did not worship, and he broke many of its commandments. But that did not mean he did not believe, somewhere in the secret depths of his heart.

		It was part of the reason he had survived so long. He lived because he was afraid to die, for then he might find that he was truly damned.

		One night in Paris, more than a century ago, Jean-Pierre had asked him how long they would live. Rozokov had replied that he did not know and changed the subject. To contemplate the sum of their possibly endless days disturbed him. Could anything of matter exist forever? Could anything sane?

		In the end, of course, Jean-Pierre found an answer. Five months later, he was dead, burned in the inferno a vengeful arsonist had made of their mansion.

		But you, Rozokov thought, you did not die. You fled to the New World to hide among the bankers and burghers of Toronto until your secret was discovered.

		You should never have offered Ardeth the hope of a life together. Not when you exist only on the instinct for survival and the fear of damnation. Not when you live only because you are afraid to die, as if the sin of self-destruction could be any worse than the ones you have already committed. Perhaps suicide might even bring you salvation.

		He sighed and tilted his head back to stare at the moon. His belief was not great enough to die to save the soul he was not certain he possessed. He might curse his blind instinct for survival but it was very strong, especially after the ordeal in the asylum. Even now, as he brooded, his eyes found the beauty of moonlight and shadow on the carved angel and the scent of the trees made him want to breathe it through his very skin.

		There was no resolution, no epiphany. There was only the recognition that he would live another night.

		His rooms were empty still, but there was some comfort in them. He would go hunting later, after midnight. That much resolved, Dimitri Rozokov rose from the mausoleum step and walked back across the graveyard.

		He had barely entered his rooms when there was a knock at the door. For a moment, he stood still, frozen by the unexpected interruption. Who would be standing on the dark landing at this hour, knocking on the door of a man who knew almost no one in town? The landlord perhaps.

		Or Leigh, a greedy part of his mind gloated. Perhaps she heard your call after all.

		He went to the door and opened it warily.

		A young man stood there; big, fair, unshaven, wearing the ubiquitous outdoor gear of the town. He was carrying a plastic bag from the local grocery store.

		“Yes?”

		“Is Ardeth here?” The question answered his own, Rozokov realized. This must be the climber she had been tempted by on the mountain, the one she had fled in her bare feet. A temptation she resisted, a voice whispered mockingly.

		“No.”

		“When will she be back?”

		“I don’t know. She went away.”

		“Oh. Do you know where?”

		“No.”

		“Oh. Well. I have some of her stuff, her climbing shoes, here.” He raised the bag at his side. “It took me a long while to find out where she lives or I’d have returned it sooner. Oh, I’m sorry, I’m Mark Frye.” He extended his free hand. Rozokov stared at it for a moment, then took it. Despite his seeming calm, the young man’s hand was chilly with sweat.

		How easy it would be, Rozokov thought distantly. A little mental force, perhaps only a friendly smile and the promise of information about Ardeth, and this creature, so big and full of life, would walk through the door into the apartment. Then his strength would melt beneath my hands, flow into my veins. Would I taste Ardeth on his lips? Could I have her back somehow, by having him?

		“Dimitri Rozokov.” Frye peered at him curiously for a moment and Rozokov wondered what he could see in the faint light from the apartment. There was nothing particularly ominous or suspicious about either the decor or his own disguise—his jeans and dark shit were as standard as the other man’s. Had his thoughts shown on his face?

		“So, are you her old man?” The question shocked him, both for its presumptuous bravery and its odd phrasing. Then memory of slang picked up on the Toronto streets or from late-night movies reasserted itself and it seemed disturbingly knowing, ironic. For a moment, he toyed with saying yes, acknowledging his status as Ardeth’s lover . . . and her blood-father. Then he remembered that he might not qualify as the former any more.

		“I am certainly old,” he said at last. That, at least, was a safe truth.

		“I didn’t know about that. About you,” Frye said awkwardly.

		“Would it have mattered?”

		“Yeah. Yeah, it would.” To his surprise, Rozokov found himself inclined to believe him.

		“Well, if she comes back, I’ll tell her that you called.” It seemed a safe promise to make, an easy way to get this young man with his disturbing questions, disturbing apologies and even more disturbing life off his landing.

		“Thanks.” Frye thrust the shopping bag into his hand, then headed down the stairs. Halfway to the ground, he turned around. “I hope she comes back soon.”

		Rozokov stared down at the upturned face and saw a strange sympathy in the eyes watching him. I am not the only one who lost her, he realized.

		“So do I,” he said at last and knew that it was the truth.

		
	


	

	

		Chapter 15

		
		The woman had not wanted to pick her up. Ardeth could tell by the careful glances in the rearview mirror, the subtle stiffness in her shoulders.

		She had been walking for hours along the side of the highway. The prairies were well behind her and the road was now lined with a curtain of pines. She had slept the previous day sheltered in their fragrant shadows, guarded by sharp-needled branches. Even now, the scent of sap and needles seemed to cling to her. At least it hides any other odours, Ardeth thought with wry amusement. Vampires did not seem to sweat much, but it had been two days since her last bath and her clothing had gone without cleaning longer than that. She was feeling distinctly grubby.

		Since the incident with Gord, she had tried to be more choosy about her rides. Most of the time, if the driver was not a woman like Kate Butler, an old man or accompanied by a family, she sent them away with a polite “no thank you” and a firm mental command to stay away. Not that she was afraid, she reminded herself. At least not of them. But it would be boring to battle a succession of seductions, subtle or otherwise. And if one of them pushed her too hard . . . it would be easy to fall, to succumb to the lure of blood and vengeance. There was no reason not to taste mortal blood again, not now, but it had to be the right time, the right person. She was not sure why it mattered so much to her, but it did. When she did it, it would be everything her encounter with Mark had promised to be—and everything Rozokov’s anonymous feeding had not been.

		Whatever her reasons, her resolution had resulted in a shortage of rides—for the very people she deemed safe were the least likely to consider her so. Now she was tired, hungry and, vampire or no, her feet hurt. She had been walking for so long without even the possibility of a ride that when the couple’s car had passed her she had not even bothered to put out her thumb. To her surprise, the brake-lights had flared and the car had drifted to a stop on the shoulder ahead of her.

		Now ensconced in the back seat, she could see the woman’s irritation and the man’s curiosity. They were in their late fifties, she decided. The woman’s grey hair must have once been red; there were traces of the colour still in her brows and a scattering of freckles visible on the softly lined cheeks. The man was balding and bespectacled, with an anonymously friendly face. He introduced himself as Doug Robinson; his wife was Linda.

		“Ardeth.” She used her real name, mostly because a pseudonym seemed unnecessary . . . and keeping them straight had always been difficult.

		“Where are you going?”

		“Toronto.”

		“We can drop you at Sudbury but that’s as far south as we’re going.”

		“Sudbury would be great.” The ritual identification and destination exchange done, Ardeth turned her gaze back to the passing wall of trees, hoping the gesture would dispel further conversation.

		“Do you live in Toronto?”

		“I used to.”

		“Where do you live now?”

		“No place in particular. I’ve been travelling for a while.”

		“Do you have family in the city?”

		“Yes,” she answered, resigning herself to the necessary ordeal of constructing a fiction she could remember. “My sister lives there so I’m going to visit her for a while.” It was always safest to stick with the truth, at least to start with.

		“And your parents?”

		“In Ottawa.” At least they had lived there, before the car crash five years ago. “How far is it to Sudbury?”

		“About three hours yet,” he answered and she caught his quick glance at her in the mirror. To her surprise, he looked more concerned than curious. “You can sleep back there, if you like. You must have been walking for a while.”

		“Yes, I was,” Ardeth answered with a careful yawn and decided to take the offered opportunity to at least pretend to sleep, if only to avoid any more conversation. She bundled her knapsack against the window, put her head against it, and closed her eyes.

		After twenty minutes, the man said softly, “Forgiven me yet?”

		“For what?” The woman’s whisper was full of injured dignity.

		“We could hardly have let the poor thing walk all the way to Sudbury. It isn’t safe out there.”

		“And picking up hitchhikers is, I suppose?”

		“Whatsoever you do . . .”

		“I know, I know.” For the first time, there was a thread of amusement in the woman’s whisper. “I suppose I should be grateful she’s not a six-foot-two ex-convict.”

		“But he turned out to be a good man, after all,” There was silence, then the soft rustle of cloth. Ardeth opened her eyes carefully and say the woman’s hand reach out to touch her husband’s as it rested on the steering wheel. The dim dashboard light glowed off the gold band on her finger. The man turned his head a little and smiled. Ardeth shut her eyes very tight.

		The rocking motion of the car must have lulled her to sleep at last. When she awoke again, the car was gliding beneath a bank of bright lights at a roadside truck stop. She straightened up slowly, slitting her eyes against the glare. “Where are we?”

		“Just outside of Sudbury. This is as far as we go on the highway.” Doug replied. Ardeth opened her eyes a little wider and saw the small huddle of cars nuzzling up to the wide bright window of the restaurant, as if afraid of the dark. Beyond them, she thought she could see a small motel. She glanced at her watch. It was three o’clock in the morning.

		“Thanks for the ride.”

		“We were going to stop for a coffee—we’ve got a bit of a drive still ahead of us. Let us buy you a cup,” Linda said and Ardeth glanced at her curiously. The miles seemed to have melted the woman’s animosity. Or her husband’s quiet joking had.

		She didn’t need coffee, not really. But the cup would feel warm in her hands and, in the restaurant, she might find another ride under the benevolent sanction of these undeniably upright people. She accepted and followed them into the bright glow of the restaurant.

		Inside, the place faded from a beacon in the darkness to a slightly dingy, nearly empty truck stop identical to a thousand more across the continent. They wandered through the cafeteria line, past plastic barriers shielding hot food that had simmered too long, cellophane wrapped sandwiches that all looked the same, and glutinous looking pies and pastries.

		The coffee wasn’t bad, Ardeth decided, as it warmed her stomach. It didn’t nourish her, and drinking an entire cup of it was out of the question, but a sip or two felt very nice. She wrapped her cold fingers around the ceramic mug and glanced around the room.

		Two truckers, a longhaired young man in a flannel shirt, a tired-looking group of teenagers, a young couple in polar fleece jackets. If they weren’t hitching too, they might be her best bet. Even if she couldn’t get a ride, she could take one of the motel rooms for the day. Toronto was only four or five hours away; with luck, she could be there by the next midnight.

		After drinking half her coffee, Linda rose and excused herself, heading for the back of the restaurant; Ardeth looked at Doug. He smiled, an expression that somehow transformed his bland, forgettable features into something else, something sweet yet strong, promising kindness underpinned with iron. She looked down into her cup hastily, unnerved. “Does your sister know you’re coming?” he asked.

		She opened her mouth to say yes and was vaguely surprised when she heard her voice say “no.”

		“What are you running away from?” She looked up sharply then, into brown eyes that suddenly seemed shrewd and knowing, despite the warm crinkle of lines around them.

		“Does it matter?”

		“Maybe not. Something to do with a man, I’d guess.” He smiled again, at her surprise. “It usually is.”

		“Did you ever cheat on your wife?” Ardeth asked abruptly, unsure whether she was just trying to shock him into silence or if she genuinely wanted to know.

		“No.”

		“Didn’t you ever think about it?”

		“Of course I did. Not that I’d tell her that, mind you.”

		“Why didn’t you?”

		“Because I swore in my marriage vow that I wouldn’t. Because when I thought about it, she was worth more to me than a transitory pleasure.”

		“Was it easy? Resisting temptation?”

		“No. It was no easier for me than for any other man.”

		“You did a better job of it than most then,” Ardeth observed bitterly.

		“Is that what you’re running away from? An unfaithful husband?” Doug asked her and Ardeth lifted her left hand to show him her bare fingers. “A boyfriend then.”

		The thought of describing Rozokov as her “boyfriend” dragged a small, choked laugh from her throat. “It’s not that simple. And we never made any promises . . .”

		“Not out loud. But you think he betrayed one.” His voice seemed suddenly far away, just a distant part of her own thoughts.

		“He made me believe in what we were together. That despite all the stories and myths, we could be anything we wanted to be. I knew, somewhere inside me, that it couldn’t last forever. We couldn’t change the rules, not the ones that really matter. But I didn’t think it would be so soon. I didn’t think he would just . . .” She stopped suddenly, appalled at the words she had let pour out of her. She stared across the table at the sympathetic eyes, the dangerously trustworthy face. “It’s not something you could understand,” she said at last.

		“Perhaps not. You might be surprised.” His eyes shifted past her, towards the back of the restaurant. “Linda’s coming. We’ll be on our way.” He slid awkwardly out of the booth then paused. “The things that matter in this world rarely come without sacrifice. That lesson is thousands of years old and still every one of us seems to have to relearn it. That and the oldest lesson of all . . . forgiveness. I hope things work out for you. If they don’t, and you need someone to talk to, I left my card by my cup. Goodbye.”

		She struggled for polite words of gratitude and farewell but by the time she managed to open her mouth he was gone. She watched him go, a balding man in his late fifties, wrapped in a brown cardigan. At the door of the restaurant, he took his wife’s arm.

		Ardeth looked away, staring into her cup until she heard an engine start and then fade away. She was still watching the brown liquid, feeling it cooling through the cup, when a waitress wandered by and collected the empty dish across from her.

		“What . . . ?” The waitress’s voice made her look up. The woman was turning a white business card in her hand. “He must have left this for you, honey. It sure ain’t for me.” She set the paper down with a grin and disappeared.

		Ardeth stared at the card for a moment. I wonder what he was? A psychiatrist? Finally, she picked it up and turned it over.

		Reverend Douglas Robinson.

		Ardeth put her head down on her arms and started to laugh.

	
		
	


	

	

		Chapter 16

		
		Something was knocking.

		The sound burrowed into her mind, dragging her up from the depths of a dream that faded even as she tried to integrate the noise into it. She rolled over, registered the still body and steady breathing beside her, and squinted beyond it at the clock radio on the nightstand. It was two o’clock.

		Something next door, she decided groggily, then it came again.

		Not from the apartment’s front door. From the sliding door of the balcony.

		Dread hollowed out a hole beneath her ribcage. She slid out of bed, shivering in the cool air, and went to the door. Pulling aside the curtains, she stared for a moment at her own reflection before she realized it was crowned by wind-tossed black hair, not tangled red.

		Behind her, she heard a rustle of cloth.

		“Oh, shit,” Mickey Edmunds said as Sara Alexander began to unlock the door.


		Five minutes later, Sara sat in the living room, looking at the black-clad figure of her older sister huddled on the couch. Mickey leaned against the wall of the kitchen, hands in the pockets of his hastily donned jeans. Behind him, the kettle was beginning to boil.

		They had managed an awkward embrace and uneasy pleasantries. She could see Ardeth’s eyes registering the changes in her condominium: new posters on the walls, the guitars propped in the corner, the boom-box stereo and tapes scattered on the emptied shelf of the bookcase.

		Her sister had changed as well, though not as dramatically as she had the last time, after her disappearance six months earlier. Her hair was still black, cut in a rough approximation of the Louise Brooks helmet bob, though her bangs had definite signs of having been self-trimmed. And she was still dressed in black, though the red polar fleece sweater was a surprising touch and she was wearing pants and sturdy shoes rather than the short skirt Sara had seen her in last. But her face seemed thinner, and there were faint lines around her mouth and eyes that made her look worn and worried.

		“Have you had any problems with the place?” Ardeth asked suddenly.

		“Not yet. We’ll see what happens when your post-dated cheques run out in December. But nobody from the building has said anything yet.” The condominium was Ardeth’s; Sarah had moved in after her sister’s disappearance and Mickey had joined her after the final night of revelation and destruction on the Dale estate. Because Ardeth had provided post-dated cheques for the maintenance fees and the mortgage payments came automatically from her savings account, still propped up by her half of the money from their parents’ estate, moving in had been an easy solution to Sara’s own ongoing housing problems. And her money problems, as well. Her own inheritance was long gone, spent supporting her band, Black Sun, through times that seemed perpetually lean. As long as Ardeth’s money paid the mortgage, she and Mickey could come up with the maintenance money, making the condominium a perfect, and much more comfortable, home base for touring with the band than her other, usually temporary, accommodations had been.

		“I talked to the bank about your accounts, by the way. Unless you’d like to publicly reappear, your money isn’t going anywhere without someone declaring you dead. And we can’t do that for seven years anyway.”

		The kettle began to whine and Mickey disappeared into the kitchen. Ardeth laughed, an unsteady, bitter sound. “I suppose I could come back from the dead now, couldn’t I?”

		Sara felt a twinge of disappointment, then a stronger stab of guilt. If Ardeth was safe, she should be happy. If Ardeth could come home, she should be grateful. Never mind what it did to her own plans. “Where did you go?” she asked, to deflect both the conversation and her own thoughts.

		“Out west.” Ardeth glanced at Mickey as he reemerged from the kitchen carrying a tray with a teapot and cups. “We made it to Banff before your friend’s car died.”

		“That’s about a province farther than he predicted,” Mickey replied. “So where’s the old man?”

		“Back in Banff, probably.” Her voice was casual but Sara didn’t miss the undercurrent of pain there. It sounded familiar somehow, like an echo of her own voice. So that was the reason for the thin face, the haunted eyes. Something had happened between Ardeth and Dimitri Rozokov. Ardeth glanced around the room again. “I hoped I could stay here for a couple of days. Just until I work out something else.”

		“Of course you can.” Sara avoided Mickey’s glance. It is her place, after all, she thought to herself. And god knows you crashed here often enough when she still lived in it. “What are you planning to do?”

		“I’m not sure. I might go back to school.”

		“Go back to school?” Sara echoed in disbelief, hearing Mickey choke on his tea.

		“Why not? If no one has been around looking for me then it’s probably safe. All I have to do is think up some believable explanation for why I disappeared. And,” she managed a smile, “make sure all my courses have night classes.”

		It sounded plausible enough—as long as Sara didn’t think about Mickey’s accusations that she had killed his roommate or about the feelings of her sister’s mouth drinking the blood from her wrist. And those thoughts wouldn’t go away.

		“I suppose it might work . . . though I don’t know if it’s safe to assume Havendale has forgotten about you. We don’t know what information might have survived the fire. The Japanese doctor did, you know. I read about it in the paper.”

		“She didn’t tell anyone the truth, did she?”

		“Hardly,” Mickey answered. “She wouldn’t be that stupid. Besides, Rozokov trusted her.” Sara saw Ardeth’s eyes shift, her mouth tighten.

		“If she did tell, it didn’t make the news,” she said hastily. “All I’m saying is be careful.”

		“I thought that was my line,” Ardeth countered, smiling, and for a moment she wasn’t the dark-haired stranger, but Sara’s older sister, recalling the rituals of their relationship, warnings and rebellions that had sprung from affection and envy on both sides. “So how are things with you?”

		Sara didn’t miss the glance at Mickey. “Good. We’re close to a record deal. Things are going well.”

		“I’m glad.” Silence settled in again. Sara took a sip of her tea.

		“Why don’t you go back to bed, Mickey? No point in both of us being up.”

		“I’m fine . . .” he started, then set his mug down. “Oh. I get it. Girl talk and all that.”

		“You don’t have to . . .” Ardeth started but he was already on his feet.

		“No problem. I’ll see you,” he paused, trying to work out the correspondence of their sleeping schedule, “whenever.” As the bedroom door closed, Sara went to sit down on the couch.

		“Do you want to tell me about it?”

		“About what?”

		“About whatever happened between you and him that made you run back here?”

		“What makes you think something happened?”

		“Come on, Ardy, give me a little credit. Besides, when you said he was in Banff, you sounded just like me when I used to talk about my unfaithful, unlamented lover, Tyler, back before his screwing around finally made me leave.”

		Sara did not know what she had expected, what personal problems she had thought vampires might have. But the tangled tale of moonlight climbs, temptation, frustration, arguments and final betrayal left her more confused than before.

		“You left Rozokov because he drank blood from a woman?” she asked when Ardeth finished her halting but dry-eyed recital. Her sister nodded. “And you were tempted by this guy, Mark?”

		“Yes.”

		“Ardy, I hate to sound dense about this, but you’re vampires. You’re supposed to drink blood.”

		“But it doesn’t have to be human blood. Not unless we want it to be.”

		“But other blood doesn’t . . . work as well.”

		“No.” Ardeth swallowed convulsively. “And that’s the trap. If we drink human blood and don’t care about the people we prey on, we become monsters. But if we do care . . .”

		“Then it would be easy to do more than just drink blood. And then you think you’d be cheating on each other,” Sara finished. “I wouldn’t think vampires had the same definition of fidelity humans do.”

		“You keep talking about vampires as if there were hundreds of us, as if there were rules and precedents and Miss Manners columns,” Ardeth said angrily. “You don’t understand. We’re the only ones—or we might as well be. I don’t know how ‘vampires’ are supposed to think or feel. I thought Dimitri did—he made it sound like he did when we were in Toronto. But after we got to Banff, it all seemed to change. I didn’t understand him anymore. So I don’t know how I’m supposed to feel—I only know what I do feel.”

		“And you think he betrayed you.” She nodded. “You almost did the same thing to him.”

		“I know.” For a moment, Ardeth was silent, head bent, then she looked up. “But I didn’t. I didn’t.”

		Sara looked at her for a moment, fighting a losing battle with the absurd laughter bubbling inside her. Ardeth’s expression, wounded and indignant, only made her chuckle harder. “I’m sorry, Ardy,” she managed at last. “But do you know what this sounds like?”

		“What?”

		“It sounds like real life.”

		“I don’t want real life!” Ardeth cried suddenly, rising to pace across the room. “If I have to have real life, I want my old one back.”

		“What if you can’t?”

		“I can try. That’s all I want to do, Sara. I’ve thought about this a lot on the way here. I want to try to get my life back, whatever way I can. Will you help me?”

		Sara stood up, looking at the dark figure of her sister, aching at the desperation in her voice and the painful hope in her eyes. All the amusement she had felt died. Not trusting her own voice, she opened her arms and embraced her sister. With her eyes closed, it could be the old Ardeth back again, warm and living. So she kept her eyes closed for as long as she could.

		
	


	

	

		Chapter 17

		
		Ardeth’s foot hit a beer bottle, knocked it into a silent fall to the carpet. Liquid dripped onto the dirty fabric.

		She moved her foot and shifted her position against the couch, eyes on the television screen. A music video flickered there, the thin, bare-chested young men whipping their long hair about as they flailed away at guitars. The sound was turned down low, reduced to the thump of bass and drums and the mosquito whine of the singer’s voice.

		She contemplated changing the station, then decided she would never find the remote control in the jumble of newspapers, books and empty beer bottles on the floor. Instead, she picked up the kitchen knife resting on top of the pizza box by her side and turned it over in her hands. The remains of dried tomato sauce looked like blood. The thought made her smile thinly.

		It was not working.

		Maybe if she tried harder, she told herself. Maybe if you stopped being so cautious. Just walk into the history department and announce that you’re back. Make up some story about a nervous breakdown. They’d buy that—it wouldn’t be the first time it had happened to a doctoral student. You can make the police buy it too, if you do it right.

		She had planned it all out, during the long nights of travelling since her conversation with Kate Butler. She could move back into her apartment permanently, after Sara found somewhere else to live of course. She could finish her Ph.D. She could teach. She could find the blood she needed from street people and students, from careful seductions and midnight visits. It was manageable. It could be done. She could have her old life back.

		Except that it wasn’t working.

		Even after four nights, she still felt like an alien walking through the campus. There was no comforting familiarity about the buildings. The people looked terrifyingly young, clothes in fashions she did not recognize, talking a language that seemed suddenly foreign to her. She saw no one that she knew, and, held back by fear of committing herself irrevocably, she did not try to find them.

		Would that make it real? If she found Carla and Peter or any of her friends from the days when this had been her world? Once the round of questions and answers was over, would she feel as though she belonged again?

		Something stirred at her shoulder. She glanced back at the boy sprawled on the couch.

		She had crawled through the window into the ground-floor room half an hour ago, drawn by the blue light of the television falling through the half-open window. At three in the morning, even the fraternity houses were quiet. As she’d hovered by the windowsill, she’d heard the hallway floor creak once, then a distant rush of water through the pipes. After the soft pad of footsteps returning, there had been silence.

		The room smelt of stale beer, pizza, marijuana. The boy had been indulging in all of the above. He lay on his back on the couch, fully dressed except for one running shoe that he had somehow kicked off before he fell asleep. Ardeth had crouched by his side for a long moment, watching the rise and fall of his chest beneath the worn T-shirt. Then she had brushed aside his long, dark hair and bent her head to his throat. He had made a soft sound as her teeth slid into his flesh and one hand lifted, as if to touch her, then fell away again.

		Then she had heard her own, terrible moan and pulled herself away to sit and stare at his forgotten television in the dark stillness.

		Looking at him now, the exposed line of his throat bracketed by the sharp point of his collarbone at one end and the glitter of a gold stud in his earlobe at the other, she felt the hunger return. His blood has tasted hot and sweet, like drinking wine after months of water, like tasting spice after years of ash.

		He moved again, taking a soft, grunting breath, and turned onto his side. One arm slipped over the edge of the couch, leaving his hand to dangle bonelessly. Ardeth put one finger out to touch the vein in his wrist.

		I had forgotten how good it was, she thought distantly. I had forgotten how easy it was. Did we truly believe we could give this up?

		She found his pulse: slow, steady, unchanging. This wasn’t really the way she had planned it. This was not the glorious revenge she had imagined—she hadn’t been able to manage even that. This boy was not substitute for Mark . . . but she had needed sustenance and there were no animals in the city. I wonder what he is doing now? she thought and tried to make herself believe that it was Mark she meant.

		The pain surged back suddenly, along with the memories. Rozokov in the asylum, kissing her throat through the bars that held them apart. The night they had found each other on the Toronto streets again, his arms opening silently to welcome her. His voice as he promised her that they could find a way to be more than the things the word “vampire” had come to mean. The cold line of his profile as he turned all the promises into ashes.

		For a moment the ache was more than she could bear, so she drowned it the only way she knew how, as her mortal self might have washed it away with wine, as another might have dreamed it away with drugs. The boy, still held in the grip of his own choice of painkillers, shook and groaned beneath her.

		Finally, she pushed herself away and sat back, her hands rising to cover her mouth, to hold in something that felt terrifyingly like a sob.

		She found her way to the window and out it, leaving the boy, unconscious and unknowing, on the couch.

		She found her way to her old apartment, walking the silent streets without seeing them.

		And on the steps of the apartment building, she found someone waiting for her.

		The woman stood on the broad stone porch, shadowed by the columns that supported the overhang of the doorway. Ardeth had seen her climb out of the car parked on the street and walk towards the apartment building. Automatically, she had hung back a little, to give the woman plenty of time to get to her own apartment before Ardeth entered the building.

		But here she was, waiting as Ardeth climbed the stairs of the old mansion that had been converted into condominiums during the city’s real estate boom. It’s nothing to do with me, Ardeth told herself covertly noting the woman’s sombre clothing, the brown circle of her face beneath the black hair. She’s forgotten her key or she’s waiting for someone to come down and get her. She made herself give a neutral nod as she reached for the door.

		“Good morning, Ms. Alexander.”

		Ardeth froze, hand still on the door pull, then turned her head slowly. “I’m sorry. You must have confused me with someone else,” she said, the lie automatic.

		“No. You are Ardeth Alexander. Please do not be alarmed. I am not here to . . .” she paused, as if decided on a proper word, “harm you in any fashion.”

		Ardeth did not let go of the door. Her senses strained, struggling to determine if the woman was alone of if others waited in the shadows around them. If they don’t know about the ultrasound, I’m safe, she told herself desperately. If they don’t know that, they can’t take me. If they don’t know about the weapon that had kept Rozokov mad with pain, that had almost killed her . . . she fought back the memory of the pain in her head, tumbling her into helpless anguish. But the woman seemed to be alone and for a moment, Ardeth felt more confident. Then she realized that that might have more frightening consequences than any other scenario. If she is here with me, alone, in the middle of the night, she is not afraid.

		“How do you know my name?” she asked at last, deciding it would be better to concede and discover what the woman wanted than to drag out the process by pretending.

		“Dr. Takara was good enough to tell my employer about you. He sent me here to find your sister, who lied most convincingly she had not seen you in months and that you were probably dead.”

		“What do you want?”

		“My employer would like to meet you. And he would like to know where to find Dimitri Rozokov.”

		“Who is your employer?”

		“His name is Sadamori Fujiwara. He is one of you.”

		“One of what?”

		“Those who died and did not die. A vampire.”

		Shaking, Ardeth let the door fall away and took a step forward. Calm black eyes met hers. Ardeth put her hand out and touched the other woman’s shoulder, and closed cold fingers hard over cloth and flesh and bone. “Prove it,” she said at last.


		The apartment was dark when Ardeth opened the door and stepped aside to let Akiko Kodama enter. By the time she had started dialling the telephone, Sara had emerged from the bedroom, squint-eyed and wrapped in a faded flannel robe. She saw Akiko and her eyes widened. Ardeth’s gesture cut off her question as, across continent, a sleep voice answered the phone.

		“Lisa Takara?”

		“Yes.”

		“This is Ardeth Alexander.” There was a long silence.

		“What do you want?’

		“Did you tell a man named Sadamori Fujiwara about me?” Ardeth held her indrawn breath.

		“Yes,” Lisa acknowledged, after a moment.”

		“Why?”

		“Because he persuaded me he had a good reason for wanting to know. Because he’s one . . . of your blood.”

		“Are you sure?”

		“Yes, Ms. Alexander. Yes, I am sure.” Ardeth wondered how she could be so certain and remembered the quiet scientist who had risked her own life, who had turned against her captors to help the vampires she was supposed to be studying. That woman would have demanded the only kind of proof that mattered. “How did you get my number?”

		“His assistant gave it to me,” Ardeth answered, momentarily bewildered, then recognizing the carefully concealed fear behind the question. “I’ll rip it up now.”

		“Thank you. Goodbye, Ms. Alexander.” There was no mistaking the finality in the tone.

		“Goodbye, Dr. Takara.”

		Ardeth set the phone down and turned to look at Akiko, Sara hovering beyond her, Mickey leaning on the edge of the door to the bedroom. “What does he want?” she asked at last. Akiko shrugged a little.

		“I do not know for certain. Only that he is very old and says he wishes to meet those of his kind.”

		“What if I’m not interested?”

		“I will tell him that.”

		“Tell him,” she paused, for a moment torn and tempted by the promise of companionship. But then she remembered Rozokov’s promises and her own, that they broke or bent far too soon. “Tell him that we’re solitary creatures. I’m not interested in meeting any more vampires.” Before she turned away, he saw Akiko bow slightly with calm politeness, as if her voice had not been bitter enough to bruise.

		“If you wish. But please tell me where I can find Dimitri Rozokov.”

		“Why should I do that?”

		“In case his choice is different from your own.”

		It would be easy to refuse. It would probably be wiser to refuse. She had only Akiko’s word that this strange vampire meant them no harm. And it was Rozokov who had defined their solitary state. If he didn’t want her, why would he want any other vampire? Could she bear if it he did?

		“Banff,” she said at last, taking savage pleasure in the pain while she told herself that it was the final severing, the ultimate way to put them on two different paths. “He’s in Banff.”

		
	


	

	

		Chapter 18

		
		He woke alone in the bedroom, his mind full of jumbled memories: iron bars and pain, a vein pulsing beneath his mouth, the taste of blood in his throat.

		Dreaming. I was dreaming, Rozokov thought slowly. It was not something he did very often. Or, at least, that he could remember. He had been dreaming about the asylum and the time of madness before Ardeth had come. He had been dreaming about Ardeth as she had been, a terrified but resolute young woman putting her hand through the bars of a cell to let him drink her blood.

		He sighed and opened his eyes, staring at the slanted ceiling above his head. It is only in dreams that you can have her back that way, he told himself bleakly. You killed the mortal in her when you made her into a vampire. Perhaps that is the true curse of the vampire—we destroy what we love by turning into ourselves.

		He sat up slowly, feeling the first stirrings of hunger.

		Perhaps he should hunt in town tonight. There were women in this place besides the forgetful doctor. He could go to one of the bars and one would come to him, a lonely local or an adventurous tourist. Ardeth was gone. There was no reason he had to restrict his feeding to elk any more.

		Rozokov sat at the edge of the bed and rested his head in his hands, knowing he should resist the weariness settling into his bones. Unless he forced himself, he would do what he always did. If the night was clear, he would go to the observatory. If it was not, he would stay in the apartment and read the complex, baffling theories of the new world’s science. However the evening began, it would end in the woods, with animal blood thin and unsatisfying in his throat.

		Finally, he got to his feet and went to part the thick curtains a little, to gauge the night’s activities by the state of the night sky. He had slept late again and full night lay on the town. Above him, the stars glittered with cold mockery.

		He dressed without turning on the light, then went to the living room, pausing to run his hand over his hair and shrug on his long coat before he reached the door.

		He stood at the tiny landing for a moment. The observatory would be waiting, easy and uncomplicated. To decide to go there was hardly a decision at all.

		Look what happened the last time you made a decision, a voice inside him mocked. You drove her away.

		No, he told himself. She went. I offered her the choice to stay and she went. With her, she took away the questions and restrictions. The least that you can now do is make use of your freedom.

		That thought seemed to be decision enough. When he reached the street, he walked towards Banff Avenue instead of the observatory.

		The stored were still open, along with the coffee shops and restaurants. He paused in the doorway of one bar but the noise was too much for him and he moved on, watching the thin crowed of tourists drift along the street. At last, the bookstore drew him in and he let it. He wandered among the shelves, allowing his eye to be drawn by a cover or a title. The books had reassuring solidity in his hands. Even their smell was comforting.

		He was standing at the science section, contemplating whether he should expand his studies to include the new frontiers of computerization and artificial intelligence, when something bumped against him. He turned to meet two pairs of dark eyes.

		Feminine voices muttered apologies in a language he did not understand. He noticed the black silk of their hair, the white flicker of their smiles. “It is all right. I am quite undamaged.” Are they sisters? he wondered as they spoke again and lashes swept tawny cheeks in unison. For a dizzying moment, he felt the pulse of their blood, not in unison at all, but staggered so that it seemed a steady roar in his mind.

		He realized quite suddenly that they were flirting with him.

		It would be simple. It would require none of the careful words, the charade of promises and lies that would be needed in one of the local bars. They believed the language barrier kept them safe, allowed them this brief moment of excitement or amusement in a public place. That barrier made no difference at all to him; he had learned long ago that the power of his will transcended the spoken word. All he had to do was exert that will and they could be his.

		He thought of kissing their pale pink mouths, of finding the veins beneath the delicate skin of their throats.

		But . . . 

		It would still be work. He would have to use considerable mental strength to soothe and coax them. He would have to find some private place to go to take advantage of their compliance. He would have to blot the memory of the encounter from their minds.

		When he put his face against the glossy black satin of their hair, he would have to keep himself from imagining it was Ardeth’s.

		He smiled with careful, deliberate menace. Flushed cheeks blanched, smiles faded. Then they were gone, backs straight in dignified retreat.

		Rozokov looked down blindly at the book in his hand and returned it to the shelf. So this was freedom, he thought bitterly. Surely in this town there must be someone who would not remind him of her. There must be women who had nothing of her in their smiles, whose skin would not feel like hers, whose mouths would not taste like hers. If he could not find a woman, then there must certainly be a man who would not remind him of her. But the men of this town were too much alike. They would make him think of the climber and then he would be back where he began. If there was a mortal who would not be only her substitute, he admitted, he would not find one tonight.

		When he went back out onto the street, the clouds had moved in, covering the stars. With a sigh, he headed back towards the apartment.

		When he reached the top of the stairs, he realized that there was something sitting on the landing. He stared down at it in bewilderment for a moment before his head came up and surveyed the quiet, empty alley. He could sense no life out there, no awareness studying him from some hidden spot. Carefully, he bent to pick up the small package and hurried into the apartment.

		Switching on the light, he sat down and turned the strange gift in his hands for a long moment. The wrapping paper was thin and delicate, patterned with white flowers and the elegant forms of cranes. Beneath it, he could feel the shape of a book.

		Could it be from Ardeth? Had she returned and left this as a peace offering between them? But that did not seem her way somehow.

		Perhaps that climber, Mark Frye. Had he left this as a gift for Ardeth, hoping that she had returned? But if he had, one would have supposed he would have addressed it to her in some fashion, knowing that she did not live alone.

		There was only one way to find out, of course. He would have to remove the paper and open the book. He could do that, surely. It would require no great resolve, no terrifying commitment, no choice of right or wrong.

		He felt the prick of detached self-disgust and tore the paper, the material ripping easily beneath his fingers. The book itself was surprisingly sturdy, bound in dark leather that he knew was older than it appeared. In the centre of the cover, a crest of stylized flowers had been embossed.

		Curious, Rozokov opened the book. The paper inside was thin and brown with age. The writing began on the third page; a spidery scratching that made strange yet beautiful forms of some of the letters. Though it did not look as if it should be, the writing was in English.

		The Lady of the Autumn Moon . . . 

		The night forgotten, his coat still wrapped around him, Rozokov began to read.

		
	


	

	
	
		 


		Were we to make

		A thousand autumn nights

		Into one,

		There would still be things to say

		At cockcrow.


		—Tales of Ise
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		Chapter 19

		
		THE LADY OF THE AUTUMN MOON


		As the chrysanthemums bloomed and the leaves began to turn and fall, a certain young man was forced to leave the capital. His father and his uncle had long been in competition for the honours of the court and now, with the announcement of his uncle’s daughter’s engagement to the crown prince, it was apparent who had been victorious. The young man’s father found himself without power, and the uncle, to rid himself of the young rival, named the young man to the governance of a distant province.

		The family lamented but there was nothing to be done. Though the omens were inauspicious for such a journey, the uncle insisted that it must occur immediately, and the young man could not refuse. Accompanied by four retainers, he left his weeping wives (who mourned but did not volunteer to follow him into exile, perhaps, to be charitable, in hopes that it would not be permanent) bid farewell to his father, and began the journey on horseback to his new home, far to the northwest.

		Along the way, ill luck befell them and the small group was beset by bandits. They fought valiantly but to no avail. The retainers were slain, the horses and their burdens stolen, and the young man barely escaped. Beaten and bruised, he stumbled through the wild woods, hopelessly lost among the pine trees. His heart was filled with terror, for this wild mountain land was long known to be home to ghosts and demons such as the malicious long-nosed tengu.

		So it was that when he saw a faint light among the trees, he staggered towards it, praying that it would prove to be the retreat of a hermit monk or some other kind of person who would take him in and shelter him. Instead, when he emerged from the darkness of the trees, he saw a fine house beneath the moonlight. Soft lamplight glowed from an open doorway.

		Thanking the gods for his good fortune, he rushed to the house and mounted the veranda. As his step sounded on the wood, a figure appeared in the doorway. In the lamplight, he could see that it was an old woman, clad in old-fashioned servant’s garb, her long, grey hair streaming about her shoulders as if she had just risen from her bed.

		The young man realized for the first time what a sight he himself must be. His travel clothing, which had been fine and elegant when he left Heian-kyo, was now torn and stained. He had lost his hat in the woods and there were dead leaves and twigs in his hair. All his belongings, except for one pouch which contained the scrolls concerning his new position, had vanished with the bandits.

		He bowed low and spoke in his most courteous fashion. “Forgive my intrusion. I and my retainers were set upon by bandits on the road. All of my companions were killed and I barely escaped with my life. I beg you to allow me the shelter of your house.”

		When he finished speaking, she knelt on the floor and bowed low, for his aristocratic origin was evident in his speech. “Please be welcome in our humble house, my lord. If you will enter, we will do our best to serve you.”

		Her greeting was so sincere and welcoming that he almost fell into the house but managed to keep his feet and follow her through the shadowy corridors until they reached a garden. In the moonlight, the young man could see the heavy, overhanging boughs of trees and ragged, uncut sagebrush and grass. In the air there was a sharp, metallic scent, and in one corner steam rose from a circle of rocks. “Our spring has healing waters, so they say. If you wish to bathe, I will bring you clean clothing and then take you to the lady.”

		This sparked the young man’s curiosity, but the thought of the hot water drew him more and he spared no time for questions. He bathed in the spring, whose hot water did indeed seem to rejuvenate him, and then dressed in the clothing the old woman brought for him. They were of fine quality but the style was old-fashioned as the old woman’s and he had to settle for combing back his wet hair as he had no way to re-dress it in proper court fashion.

		As he followed the woman back to the house, he decided it must be the home of some old aristocratic family, who had left the capital some years before to live in this strange isolation. Perhaps they had been victims of a struggle for power, as he had been.

		The woman led him through a veil of silken panels into a dimly lit room. She gestured for him to be seated on a padded pillow then knelt to pour heated wine into a saucer. He gratefully swallowed the first and, when offered, the second saucer as well.

		Then the old woman bowed to him again, rose and padded to the doorway. Alone, the young man looked about the room and saw for the first time the thin screen set across on end. Beneath it, he could see the flow of a lady’s sleeves, pale grey and white and silver silk that looked like mist on the floor. Even in the darkness, he thought that the shadow lying across the cloth must be a lock of her long, black hair.

		He bowed from his cross-legged position. “Thank you, my lady, for your hospitality.”

		“You are very welcome,” a voice came from behind the screen. “My maid said that you were set upon by bandits. I trust you were not injured.”

		“Only bruised and cut a little. Your spring has helped that.” Intrigued by her voice, the young man crept a little closer. He told her his name and, knowing that it would hardly be polite for a well-bred woman to tell him hers, decided to call her, in his mind, the Lady of the Autumn Moon. Sipping the wine, he told her how his party had left the capital and been attacked by the bandits. “Your house was a most welcome sight, my lady. How did you come to live so far from the world, in such a remote spot?”

		“My father brought me here, many years ago,” she answered, though her voice sounded so young that he decided she must have been a mere babe at the time. “When he died, I remained.”

		“Are you alone here?”

		“Only I and my maid remain. The other servants all left with my father’s death.”

		“What a terrible life for a young woman,” the young man observed, “Have you no family? No one to take you back to the capital and see to your future?”

		“I have only myself.”

		“Believe that your kindness to me will not go unrewarded,” he assured her, resolving to help but privately uncertain what resources he might still have. Would it be possible to take her to his new home? If she were as beautiful as her voice suggested, he might be able to set her up as his concubine.

		“Your kind thoughts are thanks enough, my lord.”

		“Nonsense,” he answered, then decided to try to persuade her with poetry.


		
“Lovely in a lonely garden—but how much more

		precious is the plum-flower when it is seen.”

		
		He heard the rustle of her silks and the sleeves of her gown moved beneath the screen like a pale hand.


		
“The moonflower scents the night

		But in the day you would pass it by,”


		she replied and he was moved by her wit even as he was intrigued by her resistance.


		
“I would wait all night for the moon

		and let the morning dew wet my sleeves

		if she did not come.”

		
		He was waiting for her reply when the old maid reappeared and crouched into the room.

		“I have prepared a chamber for you, my lord. Surely you are tired and wish to rest.” The young man was annoyed to be interrupted in his flirtation with the Lady of the Autumn Moon, but, when he looked towards the place where she sat, she said nothing and so he was compelled to follow the maid down the veranda to his chamber. And, in truth, he was so wearied by the events of the night that he was asleep as soon as he lay down.

		In his sleep, strange dreams came. He dreamt that he was wrapped in a silken web, like that of a spider, while something probed and lapped at the cut that the bandit had made on his shoulder. The dream so disturbed him that he awoke in the middle of it and, without thinking, struck out at the heavy darkness with the first thing that came into his hand, the comb which the old woman had given him to arrange his hair.

		There was a cry of pain and he came fully awake. In the moonlight, he could see a young woman crouched on the floor, holding on to her hand. She was more beautiful than he had imagined, her face as pearly as the moon, with fine arched brows and a mouth red as a cherry. Hair the hue of midnight fell over her shoulders and pooled on the mats around her knees. Gossamer robes drifted about her, baring her shoulders. “My lady . . . please forgive me. I dreamed. . . .”

		“I came to see if you were well,” she said softly.

		“Did I hurt you?”

		“My hand bleeds. It is nothing.” Despite her protests, he took her hand in his and kissed the bloody streak his comb had left across her soft, cool skin. Her blood tasted like a strange, exotic spice. When he looked into her eyes, they were very dark. Then she drew her hand away and rose to her feet. The moonlight seemed to shine through her robes, outlining her slender body.

		“I must go.”

		“No.” He was half on his feet before he thought, hand out to reach for her.

		“You would have me stay?”

		“Yes.”

		“Are you sure?”

		“Yes,” he answered and caught her sleeve in one hand. She opened her arms and the robes fell away, leaving her naked body gleaming whiter than the silk of the moonlight. Then he pulled her down onto the mats and drowned in the nets of her hair and cool depths of her flesh.


		When he woke, the room was in darkness and he was alone. The scent of her hair clung to him, the taste of her blood was in his mouth. A great weariness hung on him like a burden and it took many moments before he could rise from his blankets and stumble to the doorway. For a moment, he stared unbelieving at the sky and the moon that rode high over his head. It had been that way when the Lady of the Autumn Moon had come to him and surely it must have sunk away during the long hours he had spent in her arms. If the sky were true, he had slept the whole of one day and part of the night.

		Then he looked about him and his disbelief deepened. The garden that the previous night had been merely overgrown was now choked in weed and vines. A tree bent over the pool in which he had bathed, dropping its leaves to lie on the clouded water. The house around him was equally changed. The heavy eaves had collapsed in places and the wooden veranda beneath his feet was crumbling with rot.

		He rushed from room to room, calling for the lady or her maid, but there was no answer save for an owl’s mournful cry somewhere in the forest.

		As he searched, there came the dreadful realization that the lady with whom he had spent the night was no mortal creature, but some ghost or demon into whose lair he had wandered. Her evil accomplished, she had returned to whatever strange realm might claim her.

		For the second time, the young man fled through the woods, leaving behind the ancient, decaying house and the haunting cries of the owls. But he could not flee from the strange and terrifying hunger the lady had left in him and he knew, now that it was too late, that the omens had been true and his journey cursed from the very first step.
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		Chapter 20

		
		October, 1902


		It did not happen exactly like that of course.

		The lady was less supernatural than the story would suggest. The young man was certainly more arrogant.

		But we of the Fujiwara family love words almost as much as we love power and we have given this country great poets as well as manipulative regents.

		When I wrote this journal in my own language, it seemed that I could not help but turn the events into art, the reality into fiction. Fiction was safer for me.

		Now that I have resolved to translate it, as practice in the English which I have struggled to learn, I have also resolved to try to keep the poetry but to add some truths to it as well.

		The diary was dangerous when I began it and is more dangerous now. Yet it is important to me to continue it, to translate it. Perhaps it is only vanity, though I prefer not to believe that. Over the centuries, I have written it for many reasons. It records a past I have feared I might forget. It has allowed me to gain whatever understanding of my state that I have achieved. So I shall continue, despite the new risks that have arisen.

		I have read Mr. Stoker’s book. Though I puzzled through it in his native tongue and not mine, one thing is clear.

		The West has words for what I am, even if the East does not.

		I am, of course, the young man whose unfortunate journey is chronicled in the first tale of this diary. My name is Fujiwara no Sadamori (I cannot yet think of it backwards, as the West demands). I was born in AD 1015, as the West counts years. In thirteen years, I will be nine hundred years old.

		It took me some time to determine the nature of my curse, as I had no convenient mythology to guide me. I searched all the tales of ghosts, demons, and shape-changing creatures that I could remember, but I could find nothing that described my state. During this first time of despair, I wandered in the woods. I almost perished when I fell asleep in a meadow and woke to find the sun burning my flesh, as if it meant to sear it from my bones. I was racked with hunger and thirst, unable to stomach either water or such food as I could find. It was not until I managed to kill a rabbit and bit its throat to drain its blood that I discovered what I now needed to survive.

		On the fourth night after my encounter with the Lady of the Autumn Moon, I came upon a peasant in the woods. I thought that I meant only to hail him, to seek his help, but when he saw me he was frightened. The chase was brief, for I found that I had new strength and speed, despite my hunger. When I caught him, it seemed that a kind of madness came upon me. When it faded, the hunter was dead and my throat was burning with his blood. 

		I stayed three more nights in the forest, torn between terror and fascination at what I had become. And last, it became clear to me that the curse, the dark change the lady had wrought in me, had not turned me into a mindless monster. I could not creep about the woods and hills and be content.

		At last, after a long debate with myself about my course, I went to my new posting and said only that I had been attacked by bandits, barely escaping with my life, and, lost and ill, had wandered in the woods for several days.

		I had odd habits, but no one in the province knew me and the locals were willing to believe any eccentricity of a court aristocrat. The barons and their warriors thought me effete for my careful avoidance of the sun. The concubines offered to me thought I was some strange sort of monk, saving my seed to gain greater enlightenment. I do not know what the peasants upon whose blood I fed thought of me, if they had time to think in the moments before they died.

		Gradually, I began to realize that while I was more than mortal, I was less than an all-powerful demon. I had no magical powers beyond my new strength and a will that, with practice, I could briefly impose on others. As the years passed and, behind the powder that whitened it, my face stayed the same, I began to think that I might not die.

		The time went by with surprising speed. Once I passed beyond the stage of blind obsession with my new existence, I found that my life was not all that different than the one I had expected. I did what governing was required of me and watched the nobles around me ape the court of Heian-kyo, hoping through poetry and moon-viewing and the careful cultivation of a fine hand that they could join the “dwellers among the clouds” and knowing all the while that the rank they coveted could be granted only by blood, not by achievement. They thrust their daughters at me and some I took, after my fashion, though of course none of them ever produced the heirs upon which their families had counted.

		Twice I went into the forest to search for the Lady of the Autumn Moon but there was no trace of her. I was never to see her again.

		After forty years, I announced that I was retiring and, after a pilgrimage to Ise, would become a monk. After nights of feasting and gifts, I started back towards Heian-kyo. As before, I was not allowed to travel unescorted and so rode with a company of ten. Four bore my palanquin, two were servants, two, soldiers from the local garrison. The last were sons of a local family, who hoped to find their future in the capital or the monastery.

		We were one day into the mountains when the bandits attacked. As I waited in my palanquin, they killed all my escort save one; one son was allowed to escape back down the trail. As the sun sank, I stepped from the concealing curtains and onto the darkening path. Five bandits were there, three stripping the bodies of wealth, one digging through packs searching for wine, the last watching me with a faint smile. When he held out his hand for the promised payment, I killed him and then his fellows. I left one of my bloody robes on the pathway. When the authorities came upon the bodies they would assume that my escort and the bandits had perished battling each other and that I surely must have crawled into the woods to die.

		Alone, I set out for the home of my childhood.

		
	


	

	

		Chapter 21


		Queen Street was quieter than the last time she had been here, when the summer heat had opened the windows of the street-side restaurants and the people lingered in the steamy air. Now they walked with more purpose, hands in pockets, shoulders hunched, as if they could feel the first breath of winter in the breeze.

		Ardeth drifted through the crowds on the sidewalk, just as she had done so many nights before. She had donned her hunting clothes: short black skirt, loose black jacket. She was not really hungry, not yet, but, once she had decided to come back here, there was no other way to dress.

		The sound of acoustic guitar floated to her from ahead on the sidewalk. A small group of people had paused to watch two musicians play and sing. Ardeth hovered on the edge of the circle for a moment, watching. They weren’t bad. Not as good as Sara, of course, but not bad. One of them was even rather attractive, with the beginnings of a dark scruffy beard and blue eyes that crinkled when he smiled. Even the musicians seemed to have acknowledged the coming winter, she thought, noticing the bright woollen fingerless gloves on his hands.

		A shudder of déjà vu swept through her suddenly. She had been here before, had stood on the edge of the crowd and watched two men play and sing. One of those men was now dead, killed when the lassitude she had left in him after drinking his blood had pitched him into the path of a speeding car. The other man was now her sister’s lover.

		Shivering, Ardeth turned away and continued down the street. Don’t think about that, she told herself savagely. Don’t think about the fact that Mickey doesn’t like you, has never really forgiven you for Rick’s death. It was Sara he risked his life to save, not you.

		The street was too full of memories: the corner where she had met her first victim as he was panhandling, the place where Mickey and Rick had played. She forced the images away. She had been happy here, in a way. There had to be places that held no bad memories, place where she had taken pleasure in her rebirth.

		There was a burst of laughter from behind her, then she was engulfed in a wave of black. A group of young men and women surged by her, their dark clothes, white faces and dyed hair proclaiming their destination.

		She could go there too, she realized. The place they sought held no painful memories, only the promise of shelter and satisfaction in the crowded darkness.

		She followed them down the side street, down the flight of stairs that led to the basement club. As the door opened, the thunderous music wrapped around her and pulled her into the funeral gloom. The club was red, smoky haze, lit by crimson lights and candelabra. Everywhere she looked, there were pale face, red mouths, black heads. It was like being surrounded by mirrors.

		She had come here several times during the summer of her rebirth. It had been a perfect place to hide and the perfect place to hunt.

		Where better to hide than a club full of people who looked even more exotic than she did? Where better to hunt than a crowd of people who wanted to meet vampires . . . or be them?

		Ardeth let the music draw her out onto the dance floor. It loosened her spine with its snaky rhythms and blotted out her memories with the rumble of guitars. She closed her eyes and allowed the world to recede into dark smoky space.

		When she opened them, there was a young man dancing beside her. He had a spiky crown of bleached hair with skin nearly as white. Rings glinted in his ears, through his nose, in his lip. When he looked at her, she saw that his eyes were like her own, a soft brown that somehow didn’t match his stark image.

		She smiled a little and his lips echoed the motion. Two confused, contradictory thoughts flickered through her mind. I wonder what else he has pierced? I wonder if he can be as young as he looks?

		It would be so easy. Easier than the boy in the frat house. She had only to let a hint of what she was show through and he would go with her into some sheltering alley. He would welcome her with open arms and, if she let him remember the truth of the experience, come back looking for her.

		Then it would be easy to do it again. And again. She looked around the room at the dark mass of people reflected in the mirror. Perhaps this could be her life once more. Perhaps here she could find a place where she belonged.

		The music slowed slightly, shifted to a subtly, sensuous rhythm. The boy moving at her side smiled and, at the answering flicker of her eyes, moved closer. He looked as if he wanted to speak to her, but the music was still too loud for that. Ardeth was grateful for the noise, for the anonymous crush of the bodies brushing around them. When he put his hand on her shoulder and leaned closer, shouting something, she shook her head and smiled. Her hips touched his.

		He didn’t try to speak again, just let the music melt their bodies closer into the smoky heat. Ardeth felt his hands stroke the line of her spine then drift up to brush the nape of her neck hidden beneath the fall of her hair. She closed her eyes and put her head against his shoulder. His throat was inches from her mouth. Easy, she thought dreamily, watching the slow turn of the skeleton earring that dangled from his ear. It would be so easy. Just a simple movement and I could be feeding, here on the dance floor. Just that one simple movement and I could stay here forever in this sweet dream.

		Except that none of it would be real, she realized with icy clarity. All the pale faces and black lined eyes did not reflect her as she had thought with such blind narcissism. It was simply that she had remade herself in the image that they worshipped. They wanted their vampires beautiful and dangerous, exotic and otherworldly. They wanted the tragic aristocrat, the fallen angel, the irresistible sexual force.

		Face it, Ardeth thought bitterly, that’s what you wanted too. Oh, it was more than that with you and Dimitri, but that was there was well. You wanted him to be that image and you made yourself over to embody it. And when neither of you could live up to it, when the reality of love and need and straightforward mechanics of night-to-night existence got too much for you, you ran away. Both of us ran away, she reminded herself harshly. And he went first.

		The boy who held her turned his head and smiled again. For the first time, she noticed his eyeteeth had been filed to sharp points.

		A wave of nausea swept over her. The ceiling seemed suddenly too low, too close. The white faces hung around her in the darkness, their painted lips sneering. Disgust, at them, at herself, churned her throat. She pulled away from the boy’s arms and fled from the dance floor, stumbling through the press of people and forcing her way back out into the clean, chilly air.

		She leaned for a moment on the wall outside the door, breathing hard. Even this had been tainted now. She could never go back without seeing its falseness and the mocking image of a fictional life she could never lead. Rozokov, let me go, she thought, her anger warping and twisting as it sought a reason or a target. If I could just stop thinking about you, I’d be fine. She forced herself to stand and start walking again, moving blindly back to Queen Street and the dubious shelter of the crowd.

		At last, she found herself outside The Gold Rush, staring at Sara’s picture, gazing back at her from the publicity photos. Black Sun was playing inside, or would be in a while. She could go in and watch . . . except that someone might remember her face from Sara’s poster campaign to find her lost sister. Would it matter? She asked herself. You are planning to come back. Why not now?

		She didn’t have an answer to that, but still she put on her sunglasses before she went inside to ask Sara. They had agreed on a code, just in case. “Just tell her Chris Lee was by,” Ardeth said, trying hard not to smile at the name Sara had chosen. “If she’s got a minute, I’ll meet her out back.”

		The doorman agreed to send the message backstage and Ardeth went around the back door, waiting in the narrow alley until the door opened. The painful déjà vu came again. She remembered Mickey stepping out into the alley and telling them that Sara had been kidnapped and the price of her return was her surrender.

		But it was Sara herself this time, dressed in torn jeans and band T-shirt, her hair a copper corona around her face. “What are you doing in this neck of the woods? I thought you were returning to the old Ardeth?”

		“Just looking around. Maybe I’ll return to the not-so-old Ardeth instead.” The uneasiness in Sara’s voice had sparked a sharpness in her own and there was an uncomfortable silence.

		“You going to come in and catch the set?” Sara asked at last. “We’re doing your song—‘Gone Missing.’”

		“You still sing that?” Ardeth asked, remembering the last time she had seen Sara play. She had stood in the audience, listening to the lament for a lost sister, her heart torn between anger that her sister had somehow laid claim on her disappearance and sorrow at the realization that Sara missed her, grieved for her.

		“Of course. It’ll be on the record when we do one. Didn’t you like it?”

		“It’s a good song. Even I could tell that. But I’m not missing anymore.”

		“Yes, you are, Ardy,” Sara said softly. “We both know that my big sister is never coming back.”

		“Sara . . .” She wanted to go on. She wanted to cry out, I’m here, can’t you see me? Can’t you feel me? But the words would not shape themselves.

		“You can still make it to the airport,” her sister repeated. “Akiko said they wouldn’t take off until midnight. I double-checked. It’s only ten now.”

		“Why would I want to go back there?”

		“Why do you want to stay?” Sara countered. “You’re miserable here.”

		“I am not. Things are just taking longer than I thought.”

		“Things are taking longer because it isn’t going to work.”

		“Sara . . .” The echoes of her own thoughts in her sister’s words turned her voice waspish. She turned her head away, staring at the dark depth of the alley.

		“How come you haven’t gone back to school?”

		“I’ve been checking things out. I can’t just . . .”

		“Yes, you can. If you want to, if you really want to, you can. Face it, Ardeth. You don’t care about public transportation in the 1890s or whatever that stupid Ph.D. topic was, do you?”

		“It’s not whether I care about it or not.”

		“Yes, it is. Do you care or not?”

		“No,” Ardeth admitted after a moment.

		“Can you imagine finishing it? Getting a job at the university? Teaching night school?” Sara demanded.

		She opened her mouth to reply, to tell her about the plans she had made, the future she had envisioned. But all that surfaced in her mind was a television silently running teenage fantasies as she crouched over a warm, male body. She shook her head slowly.

		“Or hanging out here on Queen Street, chasing street kids and vampire wannabes again?” Ardeth thought of the nightclub, the boy’s filled teeth and shook her head again. “That’s not your life any more, Ardy. I’m sorry but it’s not.”

		“Then what is?”

		“I don’t know. But whatever it is, you won’t find it here. The real world, your real life—they’re back in Banff, with him.”

		“I can’t go back, Sara.” She forced the words out past the sudden pain in her throat.

		“No,” Sara said softly, moving to lean against the wall beside her. “You can’t go back.”

		That’s not what I meant, Ardeth wanted to say, to shout, but there was no way to do it with Sara so close, with her sister’s arm against hers. She closed her eyes and thought about walking back into the tiny apartment, Rozokov looking up from his chair and his book . . . What would happen then? Would his eyes turn cold, his voice to iron as he ordered her away again? Would he kiss her and love her and say her name in the way that made all the barriers inside her mind melts away? Even if he did, would it make any difference in the end?

		And if she stayed here . . . could she make herself believe in the fictional future she had spun for herself? Could she make do with the reality of furtive midnight feedings on strangers to whom she was no more than an odd, sickeningly erotic dream? Could she go back and live out a thousand written and celluloid fantasies again?

		For a moment, despair swamped her. There seemed to be no path that didn’t promise pain. Then an echo whispered inside her: “He is very old and wishes to meet those of his own kind.”

		He is very old, she thought suddenly. Maybe Dimitri is wrong. Maybe we don’t have to be solitary creatures. Maybe somewhere there are vampires who have figured out how to be together. If there is another way to live, if there’s something neither Dimitri nor I can see, maybe Sadamori Fujiwara knows it.

		And if he doesn’t? Can I bear to go through this again? Can I bear to hope this other vampire has an answer and then discover that he doesn’t?

		Can I bear to stay here and always wonder?

		She opened her eyes and looked at her sister. “You just want the apartment back,” she said. For a moment, Sara looked stricken, face flushed with guilt, then she seemed to see resolution in Ardeth’s eyes and she grinned.

		“Damn straight.”
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		Chapter 22


		THE TALE OF TAMAKATSURA


		I was seventeen when my uncle returned from the provinces.

		I did not know that my father had taken in his unknown half-brother until several days after his arrival, for I was not living at home, but at the court as lady-in-waiting to the young crown prince’s consort, Princess Masahime.

		My father sent me a note to tell me of his brother’s arrival and of the death of his father, the grandfather I had never seen. One of the servants brought it to me as my lady and her entourage took the air on one of the palace’s verandas, carefully screened by bamboo lattice.

		The princess was reading and asked me what news had come.

		“My father sends me news, my lady. His father, who served in the north, has died and his half-brother has arrived in Heian-kyo.”

		“From the provinces?” Yugao, one of the other ladies, asked. “What is your father planning to do with such a man? Surely he will not introduce him at court.”

		“I do not know. I suppose it will depend on what my uncle is like.” I looked at the scroll again but saw no clues in my father’s writing. As I rolled it away, I resolved to say sutras for my grandfather, for surely the soul of a man murdered by bandits would need prayers for safe passage out of this world. If his vengeful ghost remained, no doubt it would be the bandits it would pursue, but ghosts were not known for their reasonableness, so it was best to take no chances. That lesson I knew well.

		“Not like that dreadful Yugiri, I hope,” Koi said, and I recalled the armoured figure of the general striding through the hallways of the palace, his hat askew, his face dark with beard. Koi flirted with him from behind the safety of her screen then privately laughed at his clumsy poetry and rough writing. The scene that had ensued when she rejected him had been the scandal of the court for at least a day, until the next scandal. Koi still spat at his name but I felt secretly sorry for him. It was not his fault he had not been born with court manners . . . or that he had the misfortune to become infatuated with Koi.

		“Perhaps he will be a gentleman,” I ventured and Koi pursed her tiny red lips.

		“Tamakatsura has always been an optimist,” Yugao added, with the faintest trace of malice, “despite the tragedies of her life.”

		“I have had no tragedies,” I countered, “I grieve for the death of my betrothed but cannot be but grateful that it gave me the chance to serve my lady.” I bowed a little and saw Masahime smile. It was flattery, in part, and she knew it. But we had been friends for many years before her marriage to the prince and I was not displeased to be at the court with her. And, in truth, I was not above flattery if it would make her smile, for her mood had been strained and unhappy. She was nearing the birth of her first child, a child who might one day be emperor, and the burden of it was great for her.

		“I heard another tale of Tachibana no Kyoji’s ghost.” Masahime looked at Yugao sharply but the other lady continued. “Tamakatsura does not mind, do you?”

		“Not for myself,” I answered truthfully, or nearly so. “But I think it is ill-omened to discuss such things so close to our lady’s time. Tell me later, if you wish.” And so the subject was closed, at least for the time, and I was spared another story of my betrothed’s wraith wandering through the palace grounds.

		The object of his return was never spelled out, but I knew that some people believed it was me his ghost sought. There were some who thought I should have pined away after his untimely passage. Even my father seemed to believe so . . . for at least that would have relieved him of concern over how the gossip would affect our family and his chances of ever seeing me safely wed. There were times when I had felt the same, as ashamed as if I had somehow caused the fatal illness that befell Kyoji and doubly shamed for the pain his death caused my father and our house.

		But I had not loved Kyoji . . . and could not seem to pine away for him, not matter how I tried.

		“Speaking of bandits,” put in Yugao and for a moment we all tried to recall when we had been, “I heard from one of the ladies of the mother of the new priestess of Ise that their mansion was broken into last week.”

		“Was it bandits or monks?” Koi asked, for Yugao’s brother was a monk in service at Mount Hiei. Yugao always denied that he would participate in the raids the armed brothers sometimes made on the city . . . but there was many a noble son among their ranks.

		“Bandits,” Yugao replied firmly, not rising to Koi’s bait for once.

		“Was anyone hurt?” Masahime asked.

		“Only a servant or two, I believe. The robbers set fire to one of the storehouses but it was extinguished in time. The family was unharmed, though they lost three chests of silk and many bags of rice.”

		“The minister of the army had promised to put a stop to the raids. I heard him swear it to the emperor in audience the other day,” the princess said, as if to reassure us.

		The minister of the army was always promising to put a stop to it, I thought privately. Whether he ever would was another thing altogether.

		“As long as it does not mean more barbarians like Yugiri at court,” Koi said spitefully. “Generals do not belong in court, where they do not know how to behave. They belong out . . . generalling . . . or whatever it is they do.”

		“Enough of such dreary talk,” I put in, seeing Masahime wince as the child stirred inside her. “Lady Fujitsubo’s moon-viewing is tonight. My lady, if you still wish to attend, we should prepare.” So, duly distracted by thoughts of silks and gifts and delicacies, we let the talk of ghosts and bandits drift away like clouds before a spring wind.

		The moon-viewing party was held at the Plum Pavilion, the home of Lady Fujitsubo daughter of the ex-empress Sadako. She had invited the ladies of the court, flirtatiously declining to invite the gentlemen, who nonetheless had elected to have their own gathering at Wisteria Court, which shared the gardens of the Plum Pavilion. The lamps from their veranda glowed through the thin veil of trees and male laughter floated to us on the perfumed air, but, since they were not with us, we had no need of screens and so sat in the open air and watched the full moon rise.

		There was much rice and wine and more poetry, none of it so impressive that I am troubled to record it. Servants came and went, with scrolls for one lady or another, sent from the gentleman on the far porch. Their poetry was read aloud and then dissected, along with their calligraphy and choice of paper; with a wicked humour that no doubt would have appalled them if they could have heard it. Replies were composed and returned. Some of it was play, the simple flirtation that gave spice to life. Some of it was desire and would end in consummation in the dark rooms of the palace. And some sad lines were lines of love, which would end in pain and loss. Love always did.

		Even I received a tribute or two. I guessed who had sent them and declined their invitations with careful words. My reputation was tainted enough as it was, haunted by Kyoji’s ghost, and I dared not risk it further. And in truth I was not tempted by the men whose poems flattered me, for I knew the words meant nothing and were only rituals they enacted to obtain what they briefly desired.

		It neared the Hour of the Rat and the gathering showed no signs of disbanding. The Princess Masahime had left some time earlier, attended by Yugao, but I used her welfare as my excuse to bid goodnight to my hostess.

		I knew that I should go straightaway to my chambers in the palace, for the night could hold dangers; the ghostly one of my betrothed, the more concrete one of robbers and bandits. But the spring air was so fresh, the moon still so bright and dazzling that I could not bear to return to the quiet darkness of my rooms. So I took one of the well-used paths that led to one of the palace’s ponds, picking my way by the moon’s gleam and hoping that I did not tear the sleeve of my best kimono on the bushes.

		At the end of the path, a small jetty had been constructed and I walked out on it, the wooden soles of my sandals sounding very loud in the stillness of the night. I was no more than a short walk from the Plum Pavilion, but, as its veranda faced inward, I heard only a faint whisper of laughter on the breeze. I rested my hands on the railing and looked up at the moon, just beginning to shroud herself in the palest of veils.

		And then I knew that I was not alone.

		To my surprise, my mind was suddenly very clear, despite my fright. There would be no use in crying out, for I did not think I would be heard, any more than I could hear the moon-viewing party. There was nowhere to run, except into the water. I did not know whether I could drown rather than face dishonour but I resolved to try, if it became necessary.

		I turned around slowly, lifting my hand to let my long sleeves veil my face a little.

		A man stood at the end of the jetty. I did not know him, thought I could see that his clothes were of the latest courtly style. His face looked very white in the moonlight, his eyes two dark coals that seemed touched with red, as if still holding a core of fire, waiting only for a spark to ignite them.

		“Forgive me, my lady.” His voice was quiet, with an old-fashioned accent. “I did not mean to startle you. Do not let me disturb you.” Fine words all . . . but he did not move. I took a step forward but it did not shame him into moving back.

		“I was returning from the Plum Pavilion . . . I am expected at the palace.” I took another cautious step.

		“I am a stranger here but still, this does not seem to be the way to the palace.” There was amusement in his voice. “But do not let me interrupt you. No doubt you are waiting for someone to escort you.”

		“No,” I said before I thought to lie. Better he believed me to be on an assignation than alone, but now it was too late.

		“No? So none of the gracious acceptances I heard tonight were yours, then?”

		“If you attended the moon-viewing as you seem to claim, you would know that.”

		“Perhaps.” His wooden sandals clicked on the jetty and I felt the railing at my back. “But declined invitations are seldom shared and, as I said, I am a stranger here. I do not know whose private viewing I have so rudely interrupted.”

		“I am lady-in-waiting to the Princess Masahime.” He was close enough now that I could see his black brows arch a little. In the moonlight, his powdered face seemed to be another moon, glowing and mysterious.

		“Do you know the Lady Tamakatsura?” The question made me tremble and look at him harder, to see if he bore any of the signs of a supernatural creature, fearing for one moment that he was my betrothed’s spirit, strangely changed. But he seemed real enough, perilously real.

		“Yes,” I breathed at last. “I know her. Why do you ask?”

		“I am curious, that is all. I am acquainted with her father.”

		“You say you are a stranger here. Is this your first visit to the capital?” I asked, in the secret and unworthy hope that I could wield my own birth as Koi did, as a weapon against the world.

		“Not my first. But the first in many years.”

		“And do you find it changed?” He looked back then, towards the place the palace lay, behind the dark spires of the trees. After a long moment, he spoke softly.



		
The plum trees bloom

		and the snow is melting away

		The cherry blossoms wait

		to reflect the moon

		The wind blows in the pines

		And there is autumn in it.

		

		“Do you find it so sad?” I asked, for there was sorrow in the grave beauty of the poem.

		“Yes. The sadness of the blossom just before it falls, the moment just before you see the decay of the bloom.”

		“This is Heian-kyo. This is the court of the emperor. How can you say that it is said, that it will fall?”

		“Because it will, my lady. The seeds of its downfall have already been planted and grown to ripeness in the world outside these walls. I will not bore you with the details of rice fortunes and falling taxation and unrest and the armies of the Minamoto and Taira growing outside your door. I can only tell you that all things that live must die,” he said bitterly, “or change. Change will come to the city of tranquility and peace.”

		“It is true that the city is not as it was,” I conceded. “There are thieves and killers even inside the palace grounds. Houses of the great families have burned or fallen into disrepair from failing fortunes. But surely these are temporary trials.”

		“All things must change, my lady,” he repeated softly. “Or die. All blossoms fall, in the end.”

		I shivered at the strange sadness in his voice and tried to counter it with lightness in my own. “If you are a soothsayer, my lord, you are a dreary one.”

		“True enough. Dreary words for courtship.”

		“Is this courtship, my lord?” I asked, though my mouth went dry and I was aware of the black water whispering beneath my feet.

		“No. It is not courtship,” he said, his voice low but in no way soft. His hand reached up to grasp mine, which I still held up to my face. He brushed aside the silk of my sleeves and his fingers touched my wrist. I wanted to flee, to throw myself past him along the jetty or fling myself over the rail into the waiting water, but I could not move.

		The stranger lifted my wrist to his lips and kissed it. His touch was chill; lips and tongue like cool silk, teeth like icy needles. My body shivered and trembled as if with cold but inside of me something melted and burned. I did not scream. I did not flee.

		At last he lifted his head and smiled at me, as if he knew what I had felt. “You will never speak of this night.” His voice was darker than the river water, sweeter than a poet’s, but I nodded of my own will, as well as his. He needed no power to seal my lips; whatever kind of demon he was, it would be I who bore the weight of scandal and gossip were it known he had come to me. Then his face was very close to mine and I closed my eyes before his mouth touched mine. I thought that I could taste my blood on his lips, but, to my shame, I did not care.

		When I opened my eyes, he was gone.

		I told no one. I painted my face more heavily than usual to hide the heat I could feel waiting beneath my skin. I wrapped a silk band around my wrist to hide the two marks I found there. I did not walk alone in the night. The demon did not come for me again.

		Several weeks later, I returned to my father’s house. A gathering of our family and close friends had been planned in honour of my grandfather’s departed spirit, and, caught up in the bustle of preparation and the company of my aunts and cousins, I almost forgot my strange experience.

		We gathered in the main room for the feasting. As we were mostly relatives, formalities had been relaxed somewhat and only a thin silk kicho screened the ladies from the gentlemen. Much laughter and conversation flowed through the screen but I spoke mostly to the women, relating the latest court stories.

		Darkness had fallen when I heard my father’s voice raised in greeting. “Welcome. You are late, my brother. Your night must have run into day if you slept until now.” I looked up, hoping to catch a glimpse, however veiled, of my unknown uncle, but he must have already settled into a place with the men, for I could see no one I did not recognize.

		“Indeed. I was awake much of last night. My sleep has been troubled since the unfortunate death of my father.”

		I froze, my teacup in my hand. Cold fear was washed away by hot shame. It was his voice—the voice of the moonlit demon.

		Beside me, my maid touched my arm in concern and then I could breathe again. My thoughts were wild and confused. In the palace, I had only been concerned with protecting myself. But here . . . here the safety of my family was at stake. Did I dare to tell my father the truth? Would he believe me? 

		A burst of laughter from the men drew my attention. As much as it frightened me, I knew that I had best listen to their conversation, to hear what words the demon told my father. Perhaps that would help me determine what to do. It was hard to listen while my aunts and cousins chatted around me. Much of the conversation was the same gossip I heard at court: who was in favour, who was losing it, what to do about the increasing lawlessness of the country. Again my demon-uncle presented the view that great change was coming and that it would not be the Fujiwara family who controlled it but the provincial lords with their armies.

		My other relatives, all Fujiwaras themselves and some closer to the line that currently held the regency than we were, protested and argued and swore in their wine cups that the city of the emperor would go on forever. Was the emperor not the descendant of the sun-goddess? Were not his courtiers of descent almost as long, if not as divine? Was not Heian-kyo the most beautiful and civilized place in the land? 

		My father interrupted the discussion before it turned unpleasant, announcing that my uncle had chosen to return to the north. My father had generously deeded to him an estate in the mountains, part of the holdings which provided our family fortunes. There was much toasting and salutation, but I did not believe my father was sorry to see his half-brother go.

		My heart rose. There would be no danger now. I was certainly safe, especially as the demon who had my uncle’s name did not know mine. After the announcement, I was able to relax and laugh with my relatives again, setting aside the fear which had seized me.

		As it came time for the women to depart, my father rose from his mat and waved his arm with drunken expansiveness. “Before you go, my brother, you must meet my daughter, who is home from the court this night.”

		Before I could stir, my father had brought the creature claiming to be my uncle to kneel by the kicho. I bowed, keeping my eyes lowered, fearful that he could see me clearly through the silk. “My daughter, Tamakatsura. Daughter, this is your uncle, Sadamori.”

		“We are honoured by your return,” I said, as softly as I could.

		“You serve the Princess Masahime, I understand.”

		“Yes.”

		“It is strange. Your voice is somehow familiar. Is it true you have not been here since my arrival?”

		“Yes, my lord.”

		“I must be mistaken then. Good fortune to you.”

		“And you, Uncle.”

		Then he was gone and I could escape the room, sheltered in the press of my aunts.

		Back in my chamber, I sent my maid to sleep outside and knelt, still dressed in my finest kimono, praying to Kannon, the goddess of mercy, to protect me. I collected all the talismans and good-luck wards I had acquired over the years and set them about the room. Then I settled in the centre of my bed, drew the veils, and vowed to stay awake the whole of the night until it was time to return to the palace in the morning.

		When I woke, two of the lamps I had left burning had gone out. The third cast a flickering light from the corner, touching the white face bent over mine. I opened my mouth to scream and a cool hand covered it. “Tamakatsura,” he said softly. “You were less than honest with me, my lady.” My eyes flickered towards the doorway, wondering how he had passed by my maid. “She sleeps . . . and will not waken until I will it.” His hand left my mouth to stroke my hair. “I should have guessed that it was you.”

		His fingers moved down to my sash and unbound it slowly. I watched as if charmed as he lifted away the first of my robes. “What are you?” I whispered, watching the second layer of silk drawn away.

		“I do not know. I am a thing that died and changed. Or perhaps simply changed and now does not die.” Plum-coloured silk slid away beneath his hand, then apricot, then gold the colour of autumn leaves.

		“Are you my uncle?”

		“No.” He shook his head as the last barrier parted. “I am Fujiwara no Sadamori. I am your grandfather.” And he laid his hand over my breast, over my pounding heart. I knew he told the truth. I had no uncle, except as my grandfather chose to claim that title to hide his true nature, true age. Yet the face that hovered over mine was not that of an old man. I closed my eyes, unable to bear the sight of those white features, the black-burning eyes. This was not some unknown, uncalled demon. It occupied, in some terrible fashion, the body of my ancestor. Perhaps it truly was my ancestor. I could not betray him nor could my father, for a second curse upon our family could doom it. And I could not confess the truth: that demon or not, ancestor or not, his touch stirred my body to painful hunger.

		I felt the heat of tears seep out onto my skin, then the chill of his lips as he kissed them away. “Hush . . . do not cry. My blood is in your veins. Is it so wrong that yours should be in mine?” His mouth touched mine. “But I will not force you. Say the word and I will go.”

		It was my duty to surrender to him. I knew that, even if he feigned to forget it and sought to persuade me with the eloquence of his fingers, the poetry of his mouth. It was my duty to surrender, but it was not out of duty that I did so. When he lay atop my naked body and put his mouth against my throat, I gave myself up to him out of my own blind, selfish longing.

		After he had taken what he wanted, he kissed my mouth again and sat up. “I am leaving tomorrow night. We will not meet again.”

		“No,” I agreed in a whisper.

		“I will think of you, here in this dying garden.”

		“Are you a soothsayer after all?”

		“No.” He shook his head sadly. “I am not even so very old yet. But I have seen the world outside these walls and now I have seen again the world within them. I have tried to warn your father . . . my son. I have even told him he should marry you to one of the warrior clans but I do not suppose he listened to me.”

		“You would see me married?” I asked, with pain that surprised me.

		“I would see you safe.” He leaned over to kiss me twice, once on the mouth, once on the forehead. “Farewell, granddaughter.”

		When he was gone, I wrapped myself in one of my robes and opened the outer door to see the moon. It was there, still almost full, shining down over the city. In the distance, I saw the orange glow of flames. I sat there for a long time, watching as another part of the city of the emperor burned.
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		Chapter 23


		October, 1902

		You are quite right, of course. I am not Tamakatsura. I confess to fictionalizing this event somewhat as well, though during our one night together she did tell me how she felt and I believe my depiction of her is, at its heart, truthful.

		I left Heian-kyo for the second time and went to the Fujiwara estates. My son did not marry Tamakatsura to a Minamoto. Soon after I left, I received word that she had become a Buddhist nun.

		The world did not end quite the way I thought it would, but over the next century the Fujiwaras lost their hold on the true power in the empire. When they failed to sire enough daughters to provide wives and consorts for the royal family, the emperors began to take control again. And all the while, the provincial jackals circled the capital, eager for their own chance at wealth, power and prestige.

		Meanwhile, I lived on in my northern estate, passing my hundredth birthday looking no older than I had at my thirtieth. My son died, as did Tamakatsura.

		From out of the west, the Mongols came and went. Twice, their soldiers were driven back by our warriors and their fleets were sunk to the bottom of the sea by the divine wind of well-timed typhoons. In their wake, the internecine warfare that was to ravage my land for most of the next four centuries began.

		Heian-kyo, my beautiful, dying city, came to be known as Kyoto. That did not save it; it burned and was rebuilt and burned again as the shoguns and the emperors fought over it. In the end, the Ashikaga shoguns won.

		There was beauty amid all this death, of course. Out of warfare came swords of exquisite balance and artistry. Out of Zen came philosophy and art of simplicity and restraint.

		There was even beauty in the hard codes that came to rule the land: loyalty, obedience, courage. Rigidly observed or not, these were the values of the samurai. Even I, who manipulated them without remorse to ensure my safety, felt their power.

		Through it all, I lived out my lifetimes, carefully arranging to ensure the estates would once again be returned to me after my “death” and reappearance. I staged my demises at sea, in fires, in mountain wastes. I lived as a hermit or a traveller, searching out new places in our islands where I had no history and could wait out the years until I could return home.

		Despite the danger, I always returned to the estate. Often it took considerable intriguing and wealth to maintain it. More than once I killed for it. Yet I could not give it up. It was, in practical terms, the source of my wealth, its rice fields and peasants providing me with security. Beyond that, it was as if I were rooted there in some fashion. I had not been born there, yet it drew me as the native earth draws my kind in the myths of the West. Perhaps it has been, like this diary, a way to preserve my past and to define myself

		I did not ponder all these things at the time, of course. I preferred not to wonder about what I had become or why. I simply accepted the strange fate I had been given and lived on.

	
	


	

	

		Chapter 24


		Lisa Takara gave up trying to sleep.

		At first, it had been wonderful to feel safe in her own apartment. To sleep in her own bed instead of curled on the couch in Derek and Angie’s basement. To reacquaint herself with her own four walls again.

		Perhaps it was foolish, or simply wishful thinking, but she trusted Fujiwara’s word when he said that she would not be troubled again. She had happily worked late at the university for the first time in weeks and never once looked over her shoulder or started at the sound of footsteps in the corridors.

		Even the phone call from Ardeth Alexander had not bothered her, once it was clear that Ardeth understood her desire to be left alone.

		I guess Ardeth was in Toronto, after all. Sara must have known how to find her. I wonder if Rozokov is there too.

		Now that, she thought as she padded out the living room, is why you cannot sleep. You keep wondering these things that you have no reason to be interested in.

		It’s over. The yakuza will leave you alone. You know that there are indeed vampires in the world. What more do you want? she asked herself defiantly, refusing to look at her wrist. Over the last few days, she had caught herself examining it at odd moments, her fingers brushing the vein as if she could find traces of his teeth there.

		Pushing aside the memory, she went to the kitchen and made her hands move, going through the familiar rituals of making tea.

		I wonder how they metabolize it? The question drifted into her mind unbidden, just like a thousand others had over the last days. All the questions she was supposed to have answered in the Dale laboratory, back when she hadn’t believed in vampires at all.

		She had thought her curiosity had died, burned out in the terror of her captivity in Toronto. She had been sure that the last of her uncertainty had been laid to rest by Fujiwara. She had believed that all he wanted was to be left alone, yet now that it was over, she found she could not stop herself from wondering. Wild fancies flitted through her mind, seeking to pass themselves off as reasonable plans. Private study of the vampires would be useless, even if they would cooperate. She could never publish anything that she discovered. It could never become part of the general store of knowledge about the world. 

		Even it if could, the consequences of her discoveries could be dangerous. She did not have the detachment required to avoid considering the possible results of her curiosity. She imagined a world in which no one died—or death came only to those without the money to buy eternity. If immortality turned out to be inseparable from the need for blood, she could see a world ruled by vampires. There was no way to divorce knowledge from those nightmare visions of blood and power, conspiracy and corruption. The price the world would have to pay for immortality might be far more than the gift was worth.

		If you’d wanted the answers to your questions, without ever worrying about the consequences, all you had to do was let Havendale win, Lisa told herself. You could have spent the rest of your life, however long they’d let you live, finding out everything you could pry and scrape and dissect out of Ardeth and Rozokov.

		It’s over. Stop thinking about it, she instructed herself firmly, turning her attention to the whistling kettle. There are lots of other scientific questions to be answered. There are a thousand secrets it would be safer to explore.

		Tea in hand, she wandered back to the living room in search of something to read. No science texts, not tonight, she told herself, scanning the shelves. No mysteries, her secret, guilty pleasures.

		A thin red volume caught her eye and she drew it out. It was a gift from her father for her graduation from high school. He had known she was going into medicine and had been proud of her for it, but his gift had been a volume of poems. “So you don’t forget beauty,” he had said gruffly. “So you don’t forget who you are.”

		Lisa closed her eyes for a moment, letting the grief slide through her. Then her father’s voice was replaced by another, quoting verse in the ancient language she could not understand. She almost thrust the book back into the case but forced herself to keep it. This was part of her father’s legacy. She would not let everything he had given her be touched by the yakuza and the vampires.

		She had carted the book from home to university residences to her succession of apartments but she had never read it. I owe him that, she thought. I owe it to him to look at the beauty he believed in.

		Lisa took the book back to the couch and settled against the cushions to read. She felt a momentary twinge of guilt that her eye was inevitably drawn to the English translations, but it was too late now to regret that she had never learned more than a few words in her father’s language.

		For a while, she lost herself in love and longing, in blossoms and moonlight and rain. Some of the poems were more than a thousand years old but the emotions still burned in the words, luminous with sweetness and sorrow. She paged through the book, savouring the design as much as the text. There was something soothing and serene about the short poems resting in the white emptiness of the page.


		
From the mountain spring

		The water bubbles clear and cold

		Pure as the moonlight;

		I thirst but cannot drink

		I must travel on.


		Her eye caught the name beneath the poem. The cup froze her hand, halfway to her mouth. She put it down very carefully, her fingers feeling as fragile as the porcelain.

		Fujiwara no Sadamori, thirteenth century.

		It’s probably a common name, she told herself. There must have been hundreds of Sadamori Fujiwaras over the centuries.

		But it was him. She knew it with a certainty that was almost frightening. Who else could have written a poem of longing for something as simple as water, for sustenance that was forever denied him?

		She read the poem out loud, softly. There was more than longing there, she realized. There was resolution.

		“I thirst but cannot drink,” she whispered. It was true for her, as well. She still thirsted for answers she could not have. If she pursued them, she’d only cause pain for herself, for the vampires who had never done her any harm and perhaps even for the whole world. The only answers she could ever have were the ones she found when she let Fujiwara drink her blood. That vampires did indeed exist. That she could never betray them.

		“I must travel on.” He had done that, for more than seven more centuries. Now she had to let the last six months pass away. She had to believe that it was over, whether she wanted it to be or not, whether it truly was or not.

		She opened the front of the book and looked at the inscription. He would have said it was fate, she thought with a smile. Fate knew what I would need and saw to it that he gave it to me. “Thank you for knowing,” she said softly, tracing the lines and curves of the characters. She looked up and out at the city glittering beyond the doors to her balcony.

		Thank you, Sadamori no Fujiwara, she thought to the darkness. I will travel on, even though our paths will never cross again.

		Though I reserve the right to hope that they might.
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		Chapter 25


		THE MASK OF THE DEMON


		The troupe was travelling northward, towards the lands of Lord Konishi. Or so said the message received by Tadeo, who was steward of the household of Fujiwara no Sadamori. Tadeo knelt before the seat of his master and read the scroll.

		“The troupe of Master Hidekane, seeking safe passage on the way to Konishi, would be deeply gratified by the chance to repay the Lord Fujiwara’s kindness by presenting one of their humble plays for the pleasure of the lord and his household.”

		“Travelling to Konishi in this weather?” the lord asked, for it was the first month and winter gripped the land with fingers of frost and snow. “They can hardly be among the flower of the court if they cannot find employment closer to home.”

		“I questioned the messenger from the inn,” Tadeo told him. “He said that they have horses, as well as ox carts, and all are well appointed and costly.”

		“Konishi is fond of Noh,” the lord reflected. “And the gods know he cannot show his face near Kyoto and the shogun, not if he wishes to keep his head for long.” After a moment, he nodded. “It has been a long winter. The household could no doubt stand some pleasure. Invite them to come and entertain us.” 

		So messengers were sent and, the next morning, the actors arrived. Servants and samurai both paused in their duties to watch the troupe ride in, for they were colourfully dressed, bright spots of red and gold and green against the white and black of the snowy hills and bare trees. There were fifteen of them, walking or riding or sitting in the ox-drawn carts that rocked on the frozen, rutted path up to the gates of the house.

		At the gate, Tadeo greeted them, for it was the custom of Lord Sadamori to rest most of the day and handle his affairs as the sun began to set. The actors and their trunks of costumes and masks were unloaded and servants recruited to assist in the preparation of a stage. The site chosen for the performance was in the old part of the manor, which had been abandoned with the construction of the new, more fortified mansion, so much had to be done to prepare it for use.

		At sunset, when the lord arose, Tadeo bowed his way into his chambers and waited as his master took tea. The shadowy shapes of the guards moved beyond the shoji screens and, from down the hallway, the steward could hear the faint, haunting notes of a woman’s voice singing—the lord’s youngest concubine.

		“The actors have arrived?”

		“Yes, my lord. Their leader has said that they will be prepared for the performance tomorrow evening but he would be honoured to pay his respects to you tonight, if it would suit you.”

		“This Master Hidekane. What manner of man is he?”

		“Much younger than I expected. But the messenger did not lie; they appear to be a prosperous company. There is only one thing. . . .” The steward paused, suddenly uncertain. Sadamori nodded.

		“Go on.”

		“It is perhaps nothing. I would not trouble you, my lord, except that I know you are . . . concerned for your safety. When I told Master Hidekane that he would perform in the old manor, he simply nodded and agreed.”

		“And you expected some argument on that?”

		“You will forgive me if I point out that artists are often temperamental. The old manor could be in any state of disrepair. Yet he did not seem concerned, nor ask to see it immediately, nor request changes that were not possible. Some of your other . . . artistic . . . guests have been less easy to accommodate.”

		The lord thanked Tadeo for the information and dismissed him, though he could not dismiss the unease the steward’s words had left. It could simply be that the director wished to be polite to his host, and risk no offence that might see the performance—and anticipated reward—jeopardized. But Tadeo was correct. The musicians and painters who sometimes stayed with him where usually happy to take advantage of the privileges their talents gave them.

		Sadamori resolved to meet this young master and determine if there was indeed a threat. He had been secure here for twenty years. Tadeo had been raised since childhood to serve and protect him. His two concubines knew he did not require what other men did, and took what no man ever had, but as he treated them well in all other fashions, they did not seem inclined to complain. There were those among the samurai who might suspect. But they were sworn to die in his service and besides, as he was a canny enough general, more prospered than perished and so they were content.

		He could not guess what threat a playwright might hold for him, except that a fanciful imagination might be more inclined to believe what a pragmatic mind would not. But still he would see this man. He would learn if his unease had any source beyond the habit of caution.

		The man was brought to him in his receiving room, accompanied by the silent samurai, who retreated to kneel by the doorway. One of the servants crept to offer sake. Sadamori studied the man. He was young, as Tadeo had said, perhaps in his early thirties. He was handsome, in the fashion of a priest: ascetic, inward. There was something about the planes of his face, the tilt of his eyes, that sounded on memories but Sadamori could not tell if they were true or false. After four centuries, many people looked like someone he remembered.

		“Welcome to my house,” he said at last and the man bowed again.

		“We are honoured by your welcome, Lord Sadamori.”

		“I regret that I have not been able to hear all the news of your fine art. It has been some time since I visited the capital.” It had been fifty years, in fact, since the Fujiwara lord had knelt to offer fealty to the shogun and supposedly died in battle against the rebellious barons of the south.

		“We are very new . . . and I hope your honour will remember that when we present our entertainments tomorrow night. But I had the honour to train with the Master Zeami since childhood.”

		“If that respected gentleman has trained you, then I am certain your efforts will be gratefully received. I hope that you found the stage we provided adequate.”

		“Most appropriate, my lord. The play we will present will benefit greatly from the atmosphere of the old manor. It is in excellent condition.”

		“We of the Fujiwara house honour our past,” Sadamori acknowledged, for it had pained him to leave the manor, which had been in the old style of building with low roofs and heavy eaves that allowed the dark to linger well into the day. But the forces of change and necessity required strong defences and he had bowed before them, as always.

		“So illustrious a past should not be forgotten,” Hidekane said and for a moment something like mockery seemed to glide beneath the words. Sadamori met his eyes but there was nothing there but polite respect.

		“Where are you from, Master Hidekane?”

		“A small village, some miles south of here. But I was given at an early age as apprentice to the company. My mother was widowed, my older brother killed.”

		“How unfortunate. Was there an accident?” It broke all rules of politeness to ask, but if the man seemed to have no shame about volunteering information, Sadamori would take it.

		“No. They were murdered.”

		“The times are troubled indeed. One hopes the perpetrators were punished.”

		“I am certain punishment will come. In one life or another,” Hidekane said softly and bowed his head slightly, as if in quiet prayer.

		“Karma,” Sadamori remarked, after a silent moment.

		“Yes. Karma.”

		After the playwright left, Lord Sadamori walked alone through the snow-covered hills for a long time, but found no answers waiting beneath the winter moon.

		The next night, the household gathered in the old manor. The room was lit and warmed with braziers and torches. One end had been transformed. A cloth curtain bearing the image of the traditional pine tree hung as a backdrop, a low stage had been raised to extend out into the room.

		The samurai and their wives settled onto mats before the stage, servants slid silently into spaces in the darkness at the back of the room. Lord Sadamori’s two concubines entered, fans fluttering, and walked with dainty, perfect steps to the cushions that awaited them. At last, the lord himself arrived, resplendent in a kimono embroidered with the crest of his ancient house. The assembly bowed as he moved to take his place at the very front of the audience.

		Almost unseen, the steward slipped backstage to signal to the players. The two musicians moved from the wings to take their places, followed by the chorus, who knelt beside them before the backdrop.

		The flute began its windy plaint and was joined by the slow heartbeat of the drum. Whispered conversations died, silk rustled as the audience shifted to get the best view. An actor dressed as a travelling priest moved onto the stage, pace precise, movements the refinement of ritual. 


		
Over cold and distant roads

		From the mountains of the north

		Over cold and distant roads

		From the mountains of the north

		I am passing on my way to

		The sacred shrine of Ise.

		
		Sadamori watched the drama begin in the time-honoured fashion. The troupe seemed fine enough, he thought, as the chorus echoed the priest’s words, embroidering upon his description of the cold, wearying journey. Hidekane’s poetic images were beautiful . . . yet there was something sharp beneath them, like ice embedded in snow.

		The second actor had come out, wearing the costume and mask of an old man, approaching the priest as he prepared to spend the night in a deserted house.


		
The moon is rising

		But still there is not enough light

		The night has a hold on me

		And the mist covers my eyes

		Why else should I wander here

		Searching for what is lost

		I cannot find my way home

		I cannot rest


		As the priest and the old man spoke their lines, the latter’s story emerged. He was searching for his sons, or their spirits, in the darkness of the night. Sometimes he spoke to the young priest, sometimes to the air, sometimes to some presence only he could sense. The actor’s voice and movements were controlled and precise, the perfect evocation of age and despair. Yet there was something more behind the stylized mask, the ritualized movements. It was the playwright himself, Hidekane, who performed the role. At that thought, something like a chill passed through Sadamori as he sat on his silk cushions, his concubines by his side, his samurai at his back.

		The tragic old man, the chorus echoing his plaintive verse, excited from the stage. His place was taken by the kyogen, who announced himself as a villager returning from prayer at the local shrine. As was his function, he revealed the true story: the old man was as much a ghost as the sons he was seeking. All had perished in a terrible fire that had destroyed their home a hundred years earlier. But the villagers believed that they had been slain by a demon before the fire and this was the cause of the man’s unquiet spirit.

		As the priest prayed for the old man’s peace, the flute wailed, the drum beat harder. In the audience, someone coughed. The youngest of the concubines looked at her lord and saw his face was as white and as still as that of a corpse. She lowered her eyes, her fan trembling in her hand.

		From behind the curtain, the playwright returned, this time in the guise of a demon. The audience muttered and grasped . . . for the demon’s mask was terrifying and unexpected. Half of it was twisted and ghastly, with sharp red brows, a crooked black mouth. The other half was that of a prince, pure and handsome.

		The demon’s grunted voice came.


		
Truly I am cursed

		Filled with hate for that

		Which lives upon the earth

		As I do not

		Truly I am hungry

		For the souls of those

		Who die and pass beyond

		Who join the Wheel

		As I do not.


		In the flickering torchlight, the mask became an image of a soul divided. Upon the stage, amid the artifice and ritual, there was no actor, no performance. There was only the thing itself, the pure distillation of an undying, demonic power that murdered and despaired, that clung to life and longed for death. There was evil and there was pain.

		Before the stage, the undead lord of Fujiwara watched his secret brought to life in words with edges as sharp as a Muramasa blade.


		Behind the mountains

		the moon goes down

		As I must go

		But upon the mountains

		The moon must rise again

		As I must rise

		There is no rest.


		The final pose was struck. The final drumbeat sounded. Silence held the hall.

		Then Lord Sadamori lifted his hands and forced them together. Behind him, the ranks of samurai and servants clapped. Only the youngest concubine saw him wince as his palms touched.

		There was feasting, then, sake poured and drunk, honours paid and received. The night wore on and at last the playwright rose to retire. He came to kneel in front of the lord. They spoke together for a moment, their voices so low that no one heard them over the merriment of the celebration.

		“The performance was most intriguing,” Sadamori said and Hidekane smiled. “I would be interested to know what inspired the play.”

		“My humble thanks for your kind words. I would be honoured to answer any of your questions. Perhaps the garden of the old manor would lend a proper atmosphere.” The suggestion made the lord wary, for the gardens would be deserted and nothing that passed within them could be heard or seen by the rest of the household. Then he smiled and nodded, for this could work as well to his advantage as to the poet’s.

		Like long-time conspirators, it seemed they needed few words. Hidekane left the room. A suitable time later, the lord too retired. At the appointed time, they met in the garden. The chilly air turned the poet’s breath to icy mist but the lord wore only his silk kimono and did not shiver. “Who are you?” he asked, his voice quiet and calm, but cold as the moon above them.

		“Ito no Hidekane. Who would have been Fujiwara no Hidekane, had you not slain my father.”

		“Your father, if you claim to be the child of Kozun, betrayed me.”

		“My mother told me the true tale. How you came to my father fifty years ago and offered to adopt him into your family, to give him your estates upon your death, because you had no children of your own. But you did not die, for you are an unnatural demon. You merely went away and, when you returned, killed my father and my brothers to take back the honours you had given him. She was fortunate to have escaped your murderous treachery.”

		“Your father’s wife was two years dead when I returned.”

		“My father’s maid was not. You did not know that, did you? That she was his mistress and carried his child. You did not believe that she would remember the foul things you did to her, that she would see through the dreams to the demon that you are.”

		“I remember her now. Though,” his voice turned languid, “I do not recall her fear of foul dreams. Indeed, it seemed to me she went eagerly to sleep each night, perfumed and willing.”

		For a moment, fury painted its mask on the actor’s face. But then he mastered it and continued, as if this were but another play and he had lines yet to say.

		“As I grew older, she could no longer afford to keep me and so she gave me up to a passing troupe. But she had told me the story every night and made me swear to remember it.”

		“And so here you are, a master of your own company. A playwright of some talent, I admit. Though your mother’s story had more fiction in it than your play. No, do not interrupt me. I endured your tale this night, now you must hear mine. I did indeed adopt your father and allow him to inherit this land. But there were conditions. He was not to impoverish it. He was not to disgrace the Fujiwara name. And when a young man bearing the family crest on his sword came to him, he was to adopt him in his turn and leave him the estate. This was all I asked of him. Fifty years of wealth, and even a portion of the rice crop to any sons of his own I might displace, and all he was required to do was adopt me and give me my ‘ancestor’s’ name.

		“But he grew greedy. He misused the wealth of this estate. He antagonized my neighbours. And when I returned, he denied his sworn oath and his duty. He refused to set his own sons aside. Eventually, he agreed, when I held their lives as hostage to his bond. But still he plotted against me or, more truthfully, against the young man he believed I was. Eventually, he began to suspect the truth. Perhaps your mother aided him in that, believing she would one day be lady of the house.

		“I gave him every chance to live out the rest of his life in honour and comfort. I gave to him the same chance I gave others over the years. They made the honourable decision and did as they had promised. But your father gave me no other choice. He had even involved your older brothers in his plots.”

		“And so you killed them all.”

		“Yes. That has always been the price of treachery.” The words had the coldness of harsh truth. “Why did you come here? To slay the demon and take back your false inheritance?”

		“No,” Hidekane said, after a moment. “I thought of that for many years. But I am not a swordsman. My only weapons are words. My play, the truth of your evil, is my revenge. It will live longer than either of us, as my curse upon you.”

		“Your play held a core of truth,” the demon-lord admitted after a moment. “Your heart knew it all along. For whose soul did you embody on that stage? Your father’s . . . or mine?”

		For a moment, the poet would not look at him but instead stared at the dark, dead trees that surrounded them. “You curse is to be what you are. My curse is to imagine it too well,” he said bleakly at last.

		“I am not cursed. I am only what I am. I have no wish to change . . . or to die.”

		“Now. But someday . . .” There was a strange distraction in his voice, as if he had left the careful rhythms of his script and grasped now for some truth he had never articulated. “Someday my words may be yours.”

		“Or perhaps, Master Hidekane, it is your own epitaph you have written.”

		“Do that, if you wish, Lord Demon. Kill me. But if you do, it will only make my words stronger.”

		“You cannot perform that play for Lord Konishi,” Lord Sadamori said and the playwright knew that he would not die that night.

		“No, nor for any other audience. Not the way it is. But I have already written another version that will suit. I am certain it will be very popular.”

		“A hundred years from now, no one will know your name,” Lord Sadamori pointed out. To his surprise, Hidekane’s mouth twisted into a thin smile and he bowed with graceful, mocking respect.

		“You will, Fujiwara no Sadamori. You will.”
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		Chapter 26


		October, 1902


		And I did remember him, more than once in the years since that frosty night in the fifteenth century. There was some truth to the divided demon he embodied on stage . . . but I was never only that. As the years went on, I both hated my state and revelled in it. I longed for death and clung to life. I lived on, because I could not do otherwise, and yet much of the process of that living was no different from that of any other man in my land. I had my joys and griefs, my dangers and my delights.

		There were narrow escapes, especially during the long wars that racked the land throughout the sixteenth century. I tried the adoption ploy once or twice more but when both times ended in bloodshed, I was forced to abandon it. I developed new stratagems for survival, new lies to protect myself. It helped that my ancestral lands were neither too rich nor too near the centre of power. It helped that my soldiers were always well trained and well led, the beneficiaries of whatever wisdom and cunning I had acquired in six hundred years. And, perhaps most of all, it helped that I always chose the winning side. If I had not, especially during the last, terrible battles, I would surely have lost everything.

		I watched Oda Nobunaga become shogun and defeat the warlike monks of Mount Hiei, breaking the power of the Buddhist priests. I was on the field when he used the firearms he had bought from the foreign Portuguese who first reached our shores in 1542. They had tried to give us their god; we took their guns instead. Many of the southern barons converted to Christianity. No doubt, some of them did it in true faith. The rest did it for the control of the cargoes of silk and riches that the barbarian traders brought. The foreigners intrigued among themselves, Portuguese against Dutch, Jesuit against Franciscan, for the right to save our souls and take our wealth.

		When Nobunaga was assassinated, one of his generals, Hideyoshi, came to power. Tokugawa Ieyasu, secure in his eastern provinces, helped his rival consolidate power over the rebellious daimyo, then took it for himself upon Hideyoshi’s death.

		After Ieyasu’s victory, there came peace of a kind. It was the peace of denial and repression, of secret police and hierarchy. The foreigners were sent away. The followers of their alien god were persecuted or killed. No Japanese could leave on pain of death. No Japanese who had left could return on pain of death. No commoner could leave his land. No commoner could carry weapons.

		Things were easier among the aristocracy. The two swords in my sash entitled me to many things, including the unquestioned right to cut down any commoner who did not show me sufficient respect. If we were required to spend half a year at the court in Edo and leave our families there as hostages for the other half, it was surely a small price to pay to the shoguns whose policies preserved our privileges and wealth.

		The Tokugawa shoguns believed that they could freeze Japan in a shape that they could forever dominate. They believed that they could stop time.

		For a time, I believed it as well.

		
	


	

	

		Chapter 27


		Dimitri Rozokov set down the leather-bound book. How long had he been reading, he wondered. How long had more than five hundred years taken to pass through the words into his mind?

		The tiny apartment suddenly seemed smaller, more stifling, than ever before. He needed the cold kiss of the autumn air to break the spell the words seemed to have cast upon him and help him think clearly. The diary still in his hand, he rose and went to the door, then stepped out onto the landing.

		In the clear night sky, he saw the passage of time. More than three hours had vanished since he had retrieved the wrapped book from the stoop and begun to read it. He pulled his coat tighter and took a deep breath of the cool air.

		Almost a thousand years. If the book was true, if he still lived, Sadamori Fujiwara was almost a thousand years old.

		Rozokov pushed the thought away and let himself contemplate all the questions his absorption in the diary had blotted out for those long hours.

		Who had left the book for him? Whoever had done it, they must know his true nature. He did not believe anyone in Banff had that knowledge. Leigh had made it abundantly clear, if only unconsciously, that she did not remember him.

		Had Ardeth somehow betrayed her true need to Mark Frye? His attitude the other night did not suggest that. If he had suspected Rozokov, he would hardly have come to his rival’s door alone and at night. The young man did not seem to be the sort who would have possession of such a book—or could concoct it.

		Could someone have emerged victorious from the power struggle in the crumbling Dale empire and discovered the truth behind Althea’s final madness? If that were so, the diary seemed an unnecessarily subtle and dangerous ploy. Surely it would make more sense to take him by surprise than to warn him of possible danger.

		Was the diary true or false? If it were a forgery, it was an impressive one. But if someone were to falsify the diary of the vampire in order to signal him that his nature was known, why would it be a vampire from a culture so distant from his own? Because he would be less likely to spot any historical inconsistencies in such a tale than in a story set in Europe? He had to admit he knew no more about the history of Japan than had been publicized in the newspapers of this century and the last.

		If it made no sense for the diary to be false, then it would follow that it was true. The vampire had taken a great risk, one Rozokov himself had never dared. To commit to paper the darkest secret of one’s existence . . . 

		Whoever wrote it knew, he thought with a shiver that had nothing to do with the cold. Whoever wrote it understood the terrible beauty and monstrous evil, the contradictory urges for life and death, as well as the playwright Hidekane had.

		Rozokov looked up at the moon. The words came back to him, whispered in his mind in a strange combination of English, his old half-forgotten native tongue and an unknown Oriental language.


		
The moon must rise again

		as I must rise

		There is no rest.

		
		He dragged his gaze from the sky and forced himself to scan the quiet alley, the shadowy yards around him. If he accepted that Sadamori Fujiwara was a vampire, what did that mean? To automatically assume that he meant no harm would be foolish. Rozokov remembered the first night he had met Jean-Pierre and the testing that had gone on between them, the struggle for dominance that had finally been resolved in their friendship. It was possible that he and Ardeth had wandered unknowingly into this vampire’s territory and the diary was his way of warning them away.

		But would any enemy care to have his life, his secrets, so revealed to a foe? If Fujiwara did indeed want this town for himself, there were certainly less personal ways in which to send that message. If the diary was an accurate portrait, Fujiwara did not seem to be the sort of vampire who would fear others of his kind. Though there was an undercurrent of ruthless pragmatism in his stories, they did not suggest that he would act violently without reason. Rozokov could find nothing in the words he had read to suggest that Fujiwara would wish him harm. Perhaps the diary had been sent not to warn off an interloper, but to introduce a friend.

		Rozokov frowned unconsciously. He had to admit that he liked the man revealed in the diary’s pages. Sadamori Fujiwara had an intriguing wit and clear-eyed, even cynical, honesty, wrapped though it was in artifice. Each story, each comment that Rozokov read strengthened his desire to meet the writer.

		There was another reason beyond the promise of wit and intelligence, he acknowledged. If Fujiwara had survived nearly a thousand years, then surely the old vampire had found the answers to some of the dilemmas that had so recently torn Ardeth and him apart, that had kept him entangled in doubt and depression.

		I would be like a child to him, Rozokov realized suddenly. As much as Ardeth is to me. A great wave of longing swept him suddenly. To the vampire who had made him, he had been victim, lover and then betraying angel of death. To Jean-Pierre, he had not been able to help being an elder brother—even when the two of them were taking mad risks in the salons of Paris. To Ardeth, he was failed father, failed lover. To Fujiwara, so much older, surely so much wiser than he, he could be something else. He could surrender responsibility for once. He could learn instead of teach.

		He could be son instead of father.

		Shaking, he leaned on the landing railing and stared down at the book in his hands. Throw it away, part of his mind urged. Throw it away before you want everything it promises too badly. Throw it away before it destroys you.

		Or you destroy it, the way you have destroyed every other vampire you have ever met.

		The leather was warm and soft under his fingers. He opened the book slowly. Just a little more, he told himself. There must be a reason for this to exist. I will never find it if I do not read just a little more. The spidery, beautiful writing caught him in its spell again.

		Oblivious to the chill, he sat down on the top step and began to read by the light of the bright moon over his head.
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		Chapter 28


		A DREAM OF DEATH


		There is fire. I feel its heat, sweeping up behind me in the narrow tunnel along which I run. I know in a moment that it will catch me. Then my blood will boil, my bones melt, my skin blacken and dissolve. When it has passed, there will be no ash, no soot. There will be no sign that I have ever existed. In the second before it reaches me, I scream.

		I awoke.

		For a moment, I was not certain where I was. My body rocked unsteadily in the darkness. For a moment, I thought I was at sea and almost panicked. Then I remembered. I was in my palanquin on the road north from Edo to my estate.

		I extended my senses and brushed the awareness of those around me. From their shadowy thoughts, I could tell that it was twilight. The sun was dipping beyond the mountains to the west, the shadows were long and welcoming. I could safely draw back the heavily lined brocade curtains that sheltered me and step out to survey the night.

		But I stayed where I was. I did not need to see to know what our procession looked like: mounted samurai riding front and rear, soldiers marching after and before, bearers bent beneath the weight of their burdens.

		Twice a year, the procession travelled this road. In spring, to Edo. In autumn, back to the estate. The shogun trusted the northern lords more in the winter, when the snow closed our mountain passes and kept our armies locked within our own lands. In summer, he preferred that we were at his court, far from our castles and men.

		In truth, it should be a relief to return to my own four walls. Edo was dangerous for me. There were spies everywhere and my peculiarities were harder to conceal. I let it be believed that I was a scholar of the more esoteric Buddhist beliefs and so often fasted and preserved my seed as part of my studies. Yet I was careful to never appear to have gained any secret wisdom, any useful insights lest the shogun decide I was either a threat or a tool. One walked a very narrow line between the two dangers—too much power could damn a man, too little destroy him just as easily.

		Yet this time I left the city with as much regret as a new bridegroom leaves his marriage bed . . . for this time, I left her.

		Bridegroom I was, for the first time in many years. I avoided marriages when I could but it was not always possible. Alliances were required, appearances had to be kept. Wives of mine were either early widows as I falsified my own death . . . or died young themselves.

		So when Harada Okisata had offered his daughter I reluctantly took her, though it was in name only, for during the long winter we were both locked by ice and edict on our separate estates. With the spring, I had come to Edo and claimed Tomoe as my wife.

		In the darkness, I closed my eyes and thought of her.

		The wedding rituals were done, the guests were gone. I had been through this moment more times than I cared to count and yet I dreaded it. I could not help but remember taking my second wife, when I was mortal. It had been so much simpler then. There were politics involved of course, hidden behind the conventions of love and seduction. I sent my wife-to-be poems, as she did in return, inviting me to her bed. I crept to her chambers like a secret lover, though the whole household knew that I was there. In the dark, we suited each other well enough that our poetry the next morning was encouraging. On the morning of our third night together, I did not have to go home before dawn. There was a minor ceremony and we were wed.

		This wedding night, I had managed to gain some measure of privacy by having my steward, another Tadeo, banish the scandalized servants to the far wing of the house for this one evening. This strange desire for privacy would be added to my list of eccentricities. Only my new wife’s maids remained, to dress her in the gifts I had sent.

		How would she take my revelations, I wondered, this young woman I had seen for the first time at our wedding. There had been those among my wives who were secretly pleased that I did not demand my conjugal rites and those who hated it. All of them were upset that I would not give them the sons they wanted, to seal their positions and ease their hearts. With some of them I had reached an accommodation: I had their blood and their silence, they had my name and my wealth. Others, I dared not trust. Once in a while I still burn incense for their souls, which I sent so early into whatever waited beyond this life.

		Then I reached her room. It seemed that in moments we were alone, her maids and Tadeo gone. She knelt in the centre of the room, dressed in the kimono I had given her. “Husband,” she said softly, bowing. “Thank you for your gift to this unworthy one.”

		“Stand up and let me see.” She rose with a peculiar kind of grace. There was nothing delicate in her movements but instead a sturdy ease that intrigued me. The kimono was violet silk, woven with a pattern of cranes, the symbol of long life. She lifted her head a little. She was not beautiful and yet . . . “It becomes you.” She nodded acknowledgement of the compliment. I saw her fingers stroke the silk then flicker to touch the ivory carving that adorned her sash.

		I presented her with the other gifts I had brought: a small lacquered box holding wooden combs inlaid with gold wisteria patterns, the old symbol of my family. She thanked me for them with the correct measure of decorous pleasure but I noticed that she touched them as she had the silk, her fingertips lingering over the curves and textures.

		She served sake and we sat in silence for a few moments. I looked at her bent head, at the sweet, vulnerable curve of the nape of her neck. “There is something I must tell you,” I began at last. “We will speak of it this night and never again, understand? You will never speak of it to anyone else or I will order you to kill yourself. I will ensure that everyone knows that you dishonoured your family’s name.”

		“Yes, my lord.”

		“I am not like other men. I am impotent.” There was a long silence.

		“Were you hurt, my lord? Or is it to do with your studies?” She saw surprise on my face. “Forgive my questions. My father told me you are a learned man, very like a monk or a priest.”

		“Yes, it has to do with my studies.” It was not completely a lie. “I cannot give you children but if you obey me I will treat you with honour.”

		“Whatever you say, my lord.” She bowed again and then I saw her eyes flicker up to touch my face. “Do you have any . . . needs?”

		“None that I cannot satisfy elsewhere.” There was plenty of blood to be had in Edo. I rarely killed, simply took from sleeping servants or townspeople I lulled into forgetfulness. If I wished more than blood, there were the courtesans of the floating world.

		“I am your wife. If you find me unsatisfactory, you must go to another. But please, husband, do me the honour of allowing me to try to please you.”

		“You would do that?”

		“Of course.” She lowered her head again and I realized that she was afraid of what I might ask of her but determined not to change her mind. I could always take the memory of what I did from her, I told myself. And if it went well . . . but I would not think of that.

		“Take off the kimono and go to the bed,” I said at last. I watched her hands as she unwrapped her sash and let the garment fall from her body. They did not shake. She pulled the pins from her hair and it tumbled down like a black river. Her body glowed through the gossamer silk of her last garment. When I turned back from extinguishing the lamps, she was sitting in the centre of the mat.

		She looked calm and composed, but when I touched her she was trembling. The hand I took in mine was cold. It convulsed automatically, curling into a fist as my fingers slipped down around her wrist. We sat in silence for a moment, my thumb stroking the pulse that quickened beneath her skin. Her head bent, she seemed to watch the movement with an odd, almost fierce, concentration. One by one her fingers relaxed, unfurling like a white, five-petalled flower. When I kissed the centre of her palm, I heard her sigh.

		Much later in the night she shook again, but this time it was in pleasure. When I put my mouth against her throat, she was still for a long, frozen moment. I heard her breath catch and, through the sweet fever of her blood, felt a touch of cold despair. Then she gave a ragged sigh and tightened her arms around me, holding me against her.

		She was drowsing when I bent over to whisper the words of forgetfulness in her ear. She stirred and woke. “What . . . ?”

		“Go back to sleep.”

		She turned into my arms and smiled sleepily. “Did I please you?”

		“Yes.”

		“You will not go to anyone else?”

		“Tomoe,” I began, then stopped as she put her hand up to her mouth. Her curious fingers touched my teeth.

		“I will never speak of what we do,” she said seriously. “I will not complain if you go to another. But I would be honoured if you would come to me. I would be happy if you would come to me.” Then she kissed me.

		She was no beauty but there was beauty in her just the same, as I discovered at that moment and in a thousand moments after. Her mouth was too large but smiled with heartbreaking purity. Her eyes were too narrow but saw everything. Her face was too sharp but there was strength in it, beneath the paint and pretence. Her body was too lush, too curved, as undeniable in its physical presence as stone or wood. There was beauty even in her love of beauty. Hers was not a poet’s appreciation of the world but something much more concrete. She revelled in touch and scent and sound more than anyone I had ever known.

		By Confucian law, she was mine. By samurai code, she was mine. But from the moment she had kissed me, knowing what I required of her, I was hers.

		For a season, we had been together. Now I left her behind in my mansion, guarded by a regiment of soldiers.

		In all the years of my unnatural life, I had never thought of trying to create another like myself to share it with me. For many years, I was not even certain how it might be done. But now my mind was full of plans. I would wait awhile before sharing my blood with Tomoe, for she was very young yet. There were things she would want. A child, for instance. An heir, a son . . . a thing I had never dreamed that I might have . . . or even want. I could not give Tomoe one from my own body but something could be arranged. If we hurried, she could raise the child as a mortal woman, then both of them could join me. . . . 

		There was a sudden cry, terrible and choking, then the palanquin pitched forward. I struggled in a tangle of silk and curtains then scrambled to freedom, my sword in my hand. I emerged into battle; arrows hissing through the twilight, my lieutenant shouting orders, the screams of the dying bearer.

		Beyond the line of soldiers who surrounded my palanquin, I could see the bandits who had attacked us. Grubby and ragged they might be, but their swords looked sharp and their archers were good marksmen, I realized, as a soldier to my left cried out and staggered, an arrow jutting out from his throat. Another man stepped in to fill his place and our own archers returned fire, aiming at the thin line of bandits and into the trees beyond them, where their archers crouched.

		It would be a battle of attrition and whoever could stand to lose the most men would triumph. They could keep us pinned here much more easily than we could chase them away. My lieutenant materialized at my elbow. “Take my mount, Lord Sadamori. You and the other horseman can be beyond this battle in a moment. We shall hold the bandits here while you escape.”

		I shook my head automatically, my eye suddenly caught by a figure moving among the trees. “Not yet, Naomasa,” I said, watching the man move. Hidden he might be to mortal eyes, but I could see him clearly. He had the garb of a bandit but the walk of a swordsman. He was no groundling soldier turned to thievery, no desperate farmer trading rice for robbery. He was a ronin, a rogue samurai.

		I lifted my sword over my head and raised my voice above the clamour of the battle. “Hail, Lord Bandit. Why not come from the shadows and show yourself?” Behind me, I heard Naomasa hissing orders, heard the patter of feet as soldiers scurried to convey them down the line. The archers held their arrows in their bows. The bandits paused as well, the undisciplined letting their eyes drift towards the shadow in the forest.

		After a moment, he emerged. He was very dark; bearded face, ragged topknot, black kimono. Only his sword gleamed like liquid silver. I stepped forward, to the edge of my shield of warriors. “Good evening.” He nodded briefly but said nothing. “You waste men and effort, Lord Bandit.”

		“Perhaps it is you who do so. Surrender your wealth now and I will let you pass.”

		“Why should I surrender what you cannot take without great loss? Should I value my goods so lightly?”

		“Should you value your life so lightly, my lord?”

		“Be assured I set great value on my life. That is why I propose an alternative solution. You and I will fight. If I win, my party passes by unhindered. If you win, my goods and men are yours.”

		There was a long silence. I knew he weighed the options in his mind but it was inevitable that he would accept. To do otherwise would suggest that he was afraid of me and that no samurai, rogue or otherwise, would ever do.

		At last he bowed his acceptance.

		Naomasa tried to insist that it was his place to fight for me but I ordered him to hold his position and control his soldiers. If I perished, he could do what he wished. What he would do, of course, was obey my orders and surrender. It would never occur to him, as it would to me, to dishonour his lord by refusing to die. There was nothing I could do about that except win.

		The wall of soldiers parted to let me pass. I tied back my kimono sleeves and moved to meet the bandit in a small patch of flat land between the road and the trees.

		“I am Iwashiro Yukinaga. May I be honoured with the name of my opponent?” he asked.

		“Fujiwara Sadamori,” I replied and bowed briefly.

		“I will see that prayers are said for your spirit. Please remember that this was your suggestion and do not blame me for your passing.”

		“You should fear my sword more than my ghost,” I advised him and he grinned fiercely.

		“I fear nothing. My sword is a Muramasa, passed down through the sons of my family. It has been drawn and now it must taste blood before its demon will rest.”

		“There will be blood,” I promised and then the talking was done. We circled on the dead grass. His sword, much finer than mine, looked like a wand of moonlight. Muramasa blades were cursed, it was said. They had absorbed the madness of their maker and, once drawn, their bloodthirsty hunger must be slaked. They caused the murder of kin and the suicide of their owners. But I feared only its edge, not its spirit.

		He was very good. His movements were like silk, his concentration as pure and total as a prayer. In the moments that we watched each other’s eyes, I believed he knew that I was not what I appeared to be, but the knowledge did not sway him. His strike, when it came, was quick and sure. That I was not cleaved from shoulder to hip was only because I was not there, my immortal speed putting my body an inch beyond the blade. My own sword touched his side beneath his ribs and stopped when it struck his spine.

		As I looked into his dead eyes, I heard my men begin to cheer. I lowered his body to the ground and loosened his fingers from about the hilt of his sword. It fit into my hand as if it had been waiting for me.

		When I turned around, the bandits were gone. Naomasa and my warriors bowed to me and I nodded, then walked back and climbed into my palanquin. As it lifted, I began to clean my sword.

		The procession moved on.


		There is fire. I feel its heat, sweeping up behind me in the narrow tunnel along which I run. I know in a moment that it will catch me. Then my blood will boil, my bones melt, my skin blacken and dissolve. When it has passed, there will be no ash, no soot. There will be no sign that I have ever existed. In the second before it reaches me, I scream.


		I awoke, this time to the darkness of my room at the roadside inn. For a moment, I felt the heat of the fire on my skin. A shiver followed, as the heat turned to chill. I did not dream often any more. That I had endured the same dream twice disturbed me. I had nearly perished in a fire once, but it now seemed a small thing compared to the inferno that roared in my dream. The fire in my nightmare seemed large enough to burn all of Japan, to consume the whole world.

		I heard steps in the corridor outside my room. There was a mutter of voices beyond the screens, then a soft knock. I rose from my mat and reached for my swords; my own short sword and the Muramasa blade. The screen slid open and Naomasa bowed his way into the room.

		“Forgive the intrusion, my lord. I know you said you did not wish to be disturbed until the Hour of the Dog but there is a messenger here from Edo. He begs leave to speak to you.” The frown lines around Naomasa’s mouth suggested the messenger had insisted rather than begged.

		“Very well. Have him come here in a few moments. Send the innkeeper with sake and food.”

		Naomasa bowed again and I turned to open the screens to the garden. The small courtyard was shadowy with twilight but I saw the gleam of the pale grey kimono of one of my soldiers as he shifted in his watch.

		Behind, one of the inn maids scurried in to remove the bedding. Another arrived with a tray of sake and rice. When Naomasa returned with a messenger, I was seated in the centre of the room, my swords laid on the floor beside me.

		I had not believed that the messenger had actually come from Edo, but, looking at the man’s haggard face and trembling limbs as he sat back from his bow, I began to think it possible. He must have set a punishing pace to reach us in such a state.

		“My lord,” he began, his eyes carefully lowered. “I have been sent by your commander in Edo. There has been a great misfortune.” His voice faltered and I saw Naomasa frown at his back. “A day after you left the city, there was an earthquake.” I nodded, for those were common enough. Better an earthquake than a war, I supposed, or a summons from the shogun. “And a fire.” Those words drew me back from my premature relief.

		“A fire.” I said the words and saw the man blanch and lower his eyes again.

		“Yes, my lord. Our regiment fought it but . . . forgive us, Lord Sadamori, our efforts were unsuccessful. We saved what we could but . . .”

		“My house?”

		“It burned to the ground.”

		There was another question to ask but I could not seem to say the words. They were blotted out by a great, hungry roaring in my ears. At last, my mouth worked.

		“My wife?”

		“She died, my lord.”

		Then the fire swept up behind me and caught me at last. There was nothing but burning blackness in my mind. When it faded, I found that I was standing, holding the cursed Muramasa blade in my hand inches from the throat of the prostrate messenger. He was babbling something, his words muffled by the floor mats against which he pressed his face.

		“Please kill me, my lord. I was the sentry. I failed to see the fire soon enough. The commander wished to commit seppuku immediately but he would not without your order. We have failed you, my lord, we are unworthy. Please end my shame.”

		For a moment, I wanted nothing more than to see his blood soaking into the floor, to lift his lifeless head and drink from his severed throat. The burning inside me had not vanished, was only banked, but I forced myself to think.

		“No. You are not permitted to kill yourselves. Return to the commander and tell him to guard my interests in Edo. Guard the rubble of my house. Guard the grave of my wife. You are not permitted to die.”

		He began to plead again but Naomasa knew enough to get him from the room and shut the screens.

		I thought of Tomoe, running down a corridor, fire at her heels. I thought of my waking dreams, which were lies, and my sleeping nightmares, which were the truth.

		Even in mad grief, I was clever. I could not help it. I left a note for Naomasa, leaving the stewardship of my army in his hands, as I left the stewardship of my land in the hands of my most trusted mortal servant. Out of habit, I prepared for a future I did not even want to imagine any more.

		The sentry in the garden did not see me leave.

		In the mountains, there would be cool darkness to blot the scarlet flames from my sight. In the mountains, there would be a restless band of thieves waiting for a leader bloodier and more cruel than they. In the mountains, there would be blood to sate my new sword’s demons and quench the fire in my burning heart.
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		Chapter 29


		October, 1902


		For seventy-five years, my band of outlaws ruled the road. This was not as impressive as it sounds for it was a relatively minor highway. It was not like the Tokaido Highway that ran from Edo to Kyoto and provided fine pickings for the bandits who hunted along it. We exacted what “tolls” we could from noble and peasant alike and from the growing group of merchants who had begun to be more prosperous than their aristocratic betters. There was enough violence and profit to satisfy both my men and me.

		The bandits were a hard and brutal lot. They had viewed their previous leader, the ronin, with almost superstitious dread and transferred it quite willingly to me when I came upon them. They knew I was not quite mortal but seemed to take pride in the fact. It was considered an honour to bleed into a cup and offer it to me. Between such offerings and the bandits that I killed, punishment for rebellion or treachery, I never lacked for blood. Yet I slept lightly for those decades, for their loyalty and my safety lasted only as long as they respected and feared me.

		In time, of course, the fire in my heart died. One night I looked around at my ragged band, drinking and gambling by the fire, and felt nothing but disgust. All of the original gang, whom I had grown through habit and value, were dead or gone. None of the new recruits knew my true name. I discovered that I missed the sound of the city, the touch of silk, the sweet scent of perfumed women. I missed the subtle pleasure of poetry and music. I missed the view from the porch of my old home.

		That night, I left the camp and returned to the world—a world that was about to undergo the greatest upheaval in history.

		In 1853, the black ships of Commodore Perry sailed into Nagasaki harbour and demanded that the government open the country to trade. The age of the shoguns was over.

		In the years since, it seems that everything has changed. We govern our land like Westerners. We construct our buildings to look like theirs. We learn their science, their technology, their languages. Old men mutter that we are losing our souls to them.

		Perhaps we are. But I remember the time just before my own first birth when we took our culture and our government from the great Chinese dynasties of the mainland. Took them and absorbed them and transmuted them into the thing we now call Japan. In the end, I believe we will do the same with the West. What is in our hearts to do and value, we will keep. The rest we will play at until it ceases to interest us and then it will pass as if it had never been.

		I say “we” still, as if I were the same as the people of this land. There were many times during my long centuries that I felt as if I were a demon who only held the shape of a man. I could understand those about me, and use that understanding to manipulate them, but I was not the same as they were. In all those years, I never met another of my own kind. The Lady of the Autumn Moon vanished as if she had truly come from the pages of the ghost story I emulated in telling the tale. If she had any other blood-offspring such as I, I have never come across them.

		Now I have found my kin, if only in the pages of a novel. I know that what I am is called “vampire” in one foreign language, “nosferatu” in another. If the fiction exists, distorted and twisted as it may be, then surely the truth must as well. Somewhere, beings such as I sleep away the day and rise with the moon, disguise their unchanging faces, and dream of blood.

		They will not look like me, that is true. The first time I met Westerners, they seemed like strange, ugly monsters; tall, ungainly, swathed in their tight, uncomfortable clothing. I have become accustomed to them now and have learned to judge nationality and rank by the clues of their appearance. I have learned to read their expressions and understand, in some distant fashion, their motivations. I wonder if their vampires walk among them as I do among my own people. I wonder what it would be like to be a vampire in that strange, guilt-riddled, god-controlled world.

		I have even allowed the Westerners here, to my old estates which I have regained through hard work and ruthless cunning. My guests are scholars, fascinated by the poetry of this land, and I have preserved a sizeable collection of scrolls. They ply me with questions I must be careful not to answer too clearly. They are secretly amused at my fascination with the parts of their literature and folklore they themselves disdain but they humour me nonetheless.

		I know that some of them secretly think me a barbarian dressed in a man’s suit, an exotic specimen of a strange culture. Three hundred and fifty years ago, when they first reached our shores, we thought the same of them.

		I think that their disdain distresses my mortal servant, Hiroshi, more than it does me. I shall have to speak to him about it and assure him I take no offence, lest his pride cause him to inadvertently betray the secret he has been raised since childhood to protect. As for myself, I manage to find contempt amusing, most of the time. This is especially easy when they exclaim and chatter over a poem and I can smile and silently remember its creator. In my bleaker moments, I remind myself that I could kill any of them with one blow from the blade that I am no longer allowed to wear—or with my hands.

		There is only one of the Westerners who seems to sense I am not at all what I pretend to be. It is the quiet sister of the most pompous of the group. She is a scholar in her own right, with a keen insight into the poetry of the great women of the time of my first birth. I think perhaps their spirits must call to hers, even across a thousand years. There have been moments when I have seen her watching me as if she senses my inner thoughts.

		She is not beautiful, as Tamakatsura was. She has no solidity, no physical presence, as Tomoe had. She has hair the colour of autumn leaves and eyes like the sea. I have wondered what that hair would look like spread out on silk. I have wondered what it would be like to trace the blue veins I can see beneath the strange white skin of her wrists. I have wondered what dreams she has and what dreams, sleeping or waking, she might welcome if I were to slip into her room and offer them to her.

		I have wondered how the blood of the West might taste.

		
	


	

	

		Chapter 30

		
		The singer was very bad. Takashi Yamagata listened to his off-key rendition of “Long and Winding Road” and wished suddenly for a gun.

		He had one, of course. It was concealed beneath the seat of the rented limousine. It would hardly have been polite to bring it into the karaoke bar. He had left that to Jiro and his other men.

		Yamagata spared a glance at the table across the room, where his men sat. They were trapped between their urge to have fun, to join in the drinking and singing, and their profound uneasiness that he was an entire room-length away from them.

		He wasn’t supposed to sit alone. He wasn’t supposed to even wish to. That he did made him an oddity, the same way his Harvard education did. It was a fact he used to his advantage; After all, the oyabun was odder still. This similarity between them strengthened his position.

		Right now, he couldn’t think with his men crowded around him. He needed emptiness around his body and the anonymous wail of the karaoke in his ears.

		He lifted the glass of Scotch to his lips and took a sip, savouring the heat in his throat. Is this what it is like? he wondered. Does it burn going down the way liquor does?

		The warmth spread but could not ease the tightness that seemed to encircle his chest. As long as the question remained, so would the tension. What did Fujiwara know? What was he doing here in Canada? If he knew everything, what would he do about it?

		The message waiting at his hotel room had been terse and unrevealing. “Stay away from Dr. Takara. The matter is being dealt with.” There was no name on it, only Fujiwara’s seal.

		How had he known?

		Yamagata looked at the yakuza clustered at the far table. There was a spy there, of course. He had suspected it for a long time. Most of the men believed they had been following the oyabun’s orders all along. There was little risk of them discovering otherwise, for they hardly knew Fujiwara well enough to have a personal conversation with him.

		How long had Fujiwara known? Was it possible he had only discovered recently? Not likely, Yamagata acknowledged with a rueful grunt. Fujiwara had known all along and let him proceed for reasons of his own.

		He took another drink, a gulp this time.

		He had been over this a thousand times in his mind already. Dr. Takara was off-limits, which meant she had told Fujiwara things she had not told him. Fujiwara had not ordered him to return to Japan, which meant he either wanted Yamagata here or did not care.

		The safest thing to do would be to simply wait here in Vancouver until he received more orders.

		But if he did the safe thing, then everything he had worked for over the last ten months would slip away. All the plotting, the expensive acquisition of the snuff films, the manipulation of Dr. Takara . . . all of it would be wasted. He would have walked the knife edge of betrayal for nothing.

		Someone else was singing now, a passable bass rendition of another Beatles song. It made him think of the summer he had turned fourteen, working in his father’s noodle shop when he wasn’t studying.

		That’s where I saw him for the first time, he thought, eyes gazing unseeing into his drink. Fujiwara walked into the shop and my father bowed to him and gave him the best table we had. He and his men paid for nothing, at my father’s insistence. His men were flashy; black suits, white ties. Some of them were missing fingers. He was quiet, though, in his expensive, handmade suit and white shirt. Father let me help serve them and I saw Fujiwara watching me as I worked. I remember my face burning as my father bragged about me. “My son works very hard, studies very hard. He will go to university.” I supposed I would. My mother and father were counting on it. But I could not help but wonder if these gangsters who seemed so confident and wealthy had gone to university. I wondered if he had.

		When they left, I asked my father who they were. Fujiwara-san, my father told me. Oyabun of the Makato-gumi yakuza. We were honoured by his presence, he assured me, even while I remembered him cursing the protection taxes he paid to the same organization.

		A year later, his father and mother were dead, killed in the fire that destroyed the noodle shop. All of the protection money in the world could not prevent a spark from igniting or wood from burning. As he stood in the smoking ruins, trying hard not to weep, someone put a card into his limp hand. When his mind cleared enough to look at it, he saw the crest and the name,

		From that moment, Fujiwara Sadamori and the Makato-gumi were his family. He had gone to university on money he earned through his part in their protection, gambling, and prostitution enterprises. The Makato-gumi had sent him to Harvard to obtain an MBA, to help them launder their dirty money through clean businesses and expand their reach beyond Japan and the East. He was not trained to be a thug, though he was taught to kill in a dozen ways. He was trained to be a ruthless, clever businessman. The older kobun might have disapproved of it, hating to have a young man rise so quickly, but they bowed to the oyabun’s orders and pocketed their portion of the organization’s growing profits without complaint. By the time he was thirty, he was Fujiwara’s most trusted lieutenant.

		Trusted enough to be permitted to know his oyabun the way the other yakuza did not, to be told why instead of simply given orders. To be given more and more responsibility as Fujiwara began to withdraw from the everyday operation of the organization. To spend time with Fujiwara in order to learn from him and sometimes for no reason beyond the pleasure they found in each other’s company.

		Trusted enough to go to his estate in the mountains, Yamagata thought with a bitter edge. Trusted enough to be allowed to discover, subtly, delicately, what he really was. There were never any words between them about it. Fujiwara let him see the old portraits on ancient scrolls. He let him see poems written in a shockingly familiar hand, six hundred years ago. And the one night, he had allowed him to see, from the shadows, the moment when Akiko lifted her wrist and Fujiwara drank her blood.

		With a shudder, he dragged himself back to the present, to the noisy bar and his unsolved dilemma.

		The safest thing to do would be to wait . . . but he had not got where he was by doing the safe thing. That was what the oyabun valued about him, he was sure. That he did not always do what was expected. If that made him a freak, a traitor, so be it. He was committed to his path and had been since the moment he had seen the videotaped image of a girl’s torn throat and a man’s bloody mouth.

		There was an obscure comfort in the thought, as if a fate he did not believe in had decreed his actions and he had only to carry them out.

		He pulled the cellular phone from his pocket and dialled the series of numbers that would connect him to the Makato offices a world away. Someone there would know where Fujiwara was. Kojima or one of the others would surely tell him.

		After all, he was Fujiwara’s most trusted lieutenant. He was Fujiwara’s heir.
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		Chapter 31

		
		The world has ended.

		Once, I had a dream of dying by fire. I thought its prophecy was meant for Tomoe but I was wrong. It was meant for me. It was meant for everyone.

		I sit here in the darkness, in the shelter of this ruined house. I know that it is night now though the sky, visible through the tumbled boards above me, seems no different, no darker than it has all day.

		It has been many years since I walked uncloaked and unprotected in the daylight.

		I have vomited blood again. Its black splatters make cryptic patterns on the grey ash that covers the ground. I hope that my illness is only due to shock.

		I came here to escape. The thought of it amuses me now. I fled Tokyo’s fires and bombings and the ruins of my empire, however small it had been. The war had stripped me of almost everything. It had taken Toru, my trusted mortal assistant. It had taken even my estates. Only here, in this one place, I still had interests that were untouched. So I made my careful way across the country.

		The city had been damaged enough that I had no trouble finding a place to shelter in the rubble of a ruined building. Beneath the tumbled mass of stone and wood, I found a haven where I could sleep away the day. I supposed that it was possible I might be discovered, but I preferred the risk to the trouble of finding an inn where I might rest undisturbed. My mind full of my plans for the next day, I fell asleep.

		It was the great shudder of the ground that woke me.

		Earthquake. That was my first confused thought. I lifted my head, still stuporous with the weight of sleep, and then something struck my shoulder. The pile of rubble above me groaned once then seemed to shift and waver. Dust brushed my eyelids and I had barely enough time to curl up, arms over my head, before the whole of my hiding place collapsed on top of me.

		Strangely enough, I slept again. My weariness, heightened by the fact that I had not fed in several days, was so great that even the strange destruction did not alarm me. The fall of the debris stunned me but did no serious damage, and in an odd way I felt protected by it.

		I do not know what woke me the next time but I knew instinctively that only a few hours had passed. For the first time, panic stirred inside me. Fires often followed earthquakes, as I had painful reason to know. If one had started, there was no telling how close it might be to me. I sniffed, certain I could smell smoke even in the stale air of my refuge.

		It took a longer time than I expected but at last I worked my way through the worst of the rubble and squinted through a broken board at the world outside.

		It was dark. For a moment, this confusing fact occupied my mind. I blinked but painful sunlight did not replace the soothing darkness. Could my time sense have been so altered?

		Then I heard the wailing. Voices cried out in pain, called out for mothers and fathers, wept for sons and daughters. Not an earthquake, I thought then. An enemy attack.

		I pushed the final boards away and dared a look outside.

		I said long ago that we Fujiwaras are poets, that we love words. But whatever words I write here can never be anything but pale ghosts of the terrible reality I saw. The sky was black with smoke and dust, the sun burning through only as a faint sickly orange glow. The houses around my ruined shelter were ruined now as well, flattened as if some great wind had passed and blown them down. Boards and pots and burned clothing and personal possessions littered the streets.

		Figures were passing by and for one mad moment I thought that it was the Night Parade of the One Hundred Demons, that a superstition of centuries ago had come to life before me. Then I realized that they were not demons passing me but people.

		People burned black and rust-red, their hair scorched and white with ash. People with skin that hung like rags from their arms, revealing the crimson flesh and white bone beneath. Women carrying children with lolling heads and blank eyes, gone far away from the comfort their mothers crooned through lips broken and bleeding from thirst. A group of school girls limped past, weeping in pain from the shards of glass embedded in their naked backs.

		On the ground sprawled bodies so black and twisted I could not tell whether they lay on their backs or fronts. From the wreckage of the houses around me came faint cries for help, pleas that barely touched the empty-eyed survivors shuffling past. A weeping man dug at the shattered remains of his home, his hands bleeding.

		I struggled from the embrace of the rubble and emerged into the nightmare. There was nothing but destruction as far as I could see; devastation and fires and bodes. The smell of burning flesh drifted on the faint breeze. When I clambered on top of the remains of my shelter, I could see the river several blocks away, bloated with the drowned who had thrown themselves into it seeking relief as their bodies flamed.

		Whatever had done this was not an incendiary bomb or the concentrated bombing that had turned Tokyo into a firestorm.

		It seemed a long time that I sat on the rubble and watched the walking corpses pass. For so they seemed to me, even the ones who looked undamaged. I could smell the death on them.

		At last I looked to my left and saw that the line of fires had reached the base of what had been this street. With numb practicality, I crawled back into my refuge and retrieved my case of clothes and belongings. There was nothing to do but join the stream of refugees leaving the city.

		I walked for a long time, passing the slow-moving procession until it seemed I left it along the dusty road.

		The sky had gradually begun to lighten and I realized that I would soon have to seek shelter again.

		But first I would have to feed.

		My mind shied from it, from the thought of my mouth against blackened skin, but the old instinct to survive was stronger than any scruple or revulsion. Surely these people must understand that, I thought as I paused again at the side of the road and watched the hollow-eyed multitude stumble on. What else keeps them walking on their burned feet, their skin falling from their fingertips? What else wraps their mind in such shock they do not even really know what has happened to them?

		We are all walking corpses on this road, I thought again. I am only the most accustomed to it.

		Several miles down the road, I spotted the ruins I now sit among. A heap of tumbled rock and wood, they were an echo of what we had left behind. I do not suppose anyone else in the sad parade even noticed them. I had stepped off the road, preparing to cross the field, when I noticed the crumpled figure in the ditch.

		It was a young boy, no more than ten years old. The charred remnants of his school uniform clung to his thin body.

		The terrible burns covered his right shoulder, arm and the side of the face but the rest of his body appeared untouched. Still, when I put my hand on his cheek I could feel the death in him.

		He opened his eyes and looked at me blankly. “Mother?”

		“Hush, child,” I said, because it seemed I must say something to answer that plaintive question. If I left him in the ditch, would his mother come trudging past and claim him with glad cries?

		“She was bleeding,” he muttered. “Blood all over, all over . . .”

		His mother must have perished in the original devastation, I decided. How easy it was to decide that, to presume what would leave me with the least regret. But I decided it nonetheless, just as I decided that the boy was dying.

		No one said anything as I bent to lift him from the dirt. No one protested as I set off across the field with his limp body in my arms. In my bleaker moments, I believe I could have drunk from him, there in the ditch, and no one would have stopped me. What was one more horror after so many? What was one more death?

		The boy was crying softly, weeping with pain from his injuries, when I set him down in the shadow of the ruins. “Did you see what happened?” I asked him curiously.

		“There was a B-29. I saw it up in the sky. We all pointed at it. Then there was a big flash of light and I fell down.”

		The boy coughed and blood trickled from his mouth. “I fell down.” He lay still for a moment, looking at me. “Am I going to die?”

		“Yes. I think so.”

		“I don’t care.” For a moment, there was a trace of the stubborn defiance so typical of little boys in his voice. “My mother’s dead, everybody’s dead. I don’t care.”

		But he did and it tore at my heart. I could take him back to the road. I could choose another to be my survival. “Do you want me to take you back?” I asked and he shook his head.

		Another coughing spasm racked him and his body shuddered in pain. I knew I would not take him back. What other could I choose that would not be like him, torn between living and dying? The dead would do me no good, despite their numbers.

		But though I would do what I must, I would do it with kindness, I resolved. I would not frighten him, for surely he had endured enough on his terrible day. I would wait until he slept.

		I took off my shirt and put it under my head, then sat beside him. When he whimpered for his mother, I took his unburned hand in mine, surprised at the strength that lingered in the thin fingers. There was a strange fever in him and he tossed and wept and whispered and could not sleep.

		I could feel death waiting in the gathering darkness and knew that it might take him before unconsciousness did. At last, I could wait no longer. I crouched over his prone body and tilted his head to reveal the unburned side of his throat.

		As I bent my head, he opened his eyes and looked at me. I do not know what he saw, for I do not think that it was me, but he smiled. I put my mouth against his vein and drank.

		If it is safe tomorrow night, I will put his body back by the road, so that it can be found and properly cremated. I do not think anyone will question the two tiny marks on his throat.

		His blood did not stay in me for very long, but I hope that it has been enough to sustain me over the next nights. I have to leave this place before the bureaucracy of emergencies begins to take over. It will not be enough, of course. There is probably not enough medicine in all the world to heal the wounds I have seen. There is certainly not enough medicine left in Japan. I am grateful that I will be spared that, at least, spared the long nightmare of painful dying.

		I do not want to think about moving on now. My throat hurts. I feel disoriented, strangely delirious. I think perhaps it is because I have been awake all day for the first time in centuries. Even my fingers feel numb and it is growing hard to write.

		I think that it is over. The war, the government’s dreams of empire and expansion, the nation’s old terrible belief in its own inevitable greatness.

		It is over for me, as well. I have had a hundred years of peace and prosperity, even ease. I do not think it will ever be so easy for me again. Whenever it is, whenever I think that I have risen above and beyond the thing that I am, I will only have to remember the blood of a burned and dying boy.

		I have kept this diary for more than nine hundred years. I have believed it was important to keep a record of my life. I have believed in the power of words to transcend time, to live longer than even I can hope to exist.

		But there are no words for this day, no words that can matter. I will write one more line and then put this diary away, perhaps forever.

		The world has ended and even I, well used to endings and death, cannot help but grieve.


		August 6, 1945

		
	


	

	

		 

		
		This road,

		I have long been told,

		Man travels in the end—

		Yet I had not thought to go

		Today or yesterday.

		

		—Tales of Ise

		
	


	

	

		Chapter 32


		Ardeth made it to the airport with twenty minutes to spare, but it took her almost that time to find the private loading area. Down a long corridor, she saw Akiko’s black-clad figure collecting her briefcase and suitcase and so she ran, ignoring the stares her speed must be attracting. She caught up to the Japanese woman at the door that led to the tarmac. “I changed my mind,” she managed to say, and for the first time saw the young woman smile.

		Ardeth had never been on a privately hired flight before. She and Akiko were alone in the passenger section; there was no crew but the pilots. If she still had mortal needs, they certainly could have been met, for there was a sizeable bar and a galley kitchen on board. It was the first glimmer she had of what this other vampire, Sadamori Fujiwara, might be. Was it possible that he fit the stereotypes as she and Rozokov did not? Rich instead of poor, powerful instead of hunted. And if he fit those stereotypical images of the vampire, did he fit the others—cruel, demonic, amoral—as well? A mental shudder passed through her and she was suddenly glad she was returning to Banff, if only because she could not bear to think she might have betrayed Rozokov to face an enemy alone.

		Akiko vanished for a few moments and returned bearing a teapot and two tiny porcelain cups. “Would you like some?” she asked as she poured the aromatic liquid into her cup. “Fujiwara-san often enjoys a cup.”

		Ardeth nodded and watched her pour. Her fingers were short but somehow graceful, bare of ring or polish or any adornment. She had shed her loose coat and was dressed in a short red top and skirt that fell almost to her ankles, which were covered by black boots. Curious, and grateful for any thought that distracted her from their destination, she asked, “How did you come to work for a vampire?”

		“My family gave me to him when I was five,” she answered and then her lips quirked a little in amusement. “Don’t look so shocked, Ms. Alexander.”

		“Ardeth, please.”

		“Ardeth,” she acknowledged with a nod. “The village in which my parents lived was on land that had long been part of the Fujiwara estates. There was an ancient honoured tradition of offering children to serve the lord. Of course, no one knew that it was the same lord through all those centuries.”

		“But to give you away . . .”

		“They were well compensated, both with money and with honour. It was illegal, of course, but when has that ever stopped anything? I was fortunate. Fujiwara-san saw that I was cared for and educated. I have no regrets.”

		“What do you do?”

		“I run his household. I do the things he cannot do in the daylight. I am also his personal bodyguard.” She smiled a little and Ardeth knew her disbelief had shown on her face. “If you were mortal, I could kill you with my bare hands.” She took a sip of the steaming tea.

		“Why does he need a bodyguard?”

		“He is the oyabun, leader of a yakuza organization. He is very wealthy.” She smiled. “He is also a vampire.”

		“And that doesn’t matter to you?” Ardeth asked. Vampires in books and movies often had human servants but usually they ran to bug-eating madmen. It was not something she had ever imagined in her own life—the possibility of finding someone else she would trust that much seemed too remote to contemplate. 

		“No. He is Fujiwara-san. That is all that matters.”

		There was another question, of course, but Ardeth was too polite to ask it. Still, she couldn’t help glancing covertly at Akiko’s wrists as she poured herself another cup of tea. She thought she could see the ghost of tiny scars on the pale skin . . . but it might have been her imagination. “If it would not trouble you, would you tell me how you became a vampire? It was very recently, I understand.”

		“Does it matter?” Ardeth asked as she tried to decide whether it would trouble her or not.

		“You are one of my master’s kind. It would interest me to know about it,” Akiko replied, and Ardeth did not miss the change in Fujiwara’s status from employer to master.

		“I had a choice between being killed and becoming a vampire. It didn’t seem like a hard choice at the time,” Ardeth said at last, wanting somehow to answer her question but knowing that to tell the whole story would indeed trouble her. “What about you? Do you want to become a vampire?”

		The woman stared into her teacup for a moment then looked up. “I do not think so. Of course, I say this because I am young and not facing death. What I might say then, I don’t know. Still, I don’t think it is my karma. Do you understand?”

		“A little,” Ardeth acknowledged, trying to remember what she knew about Buddhist beliefs. Is this my karma then? she thought with a touch of absurd humour. I must have done something terrible in my last life. It it’s true, then what will I be in my next life, whenever that comes?

		“You have not touched your tea,” Akiko observed. “Have you fed?”

		For a moment, Ardeth was too surprised by her matter-of-fact tone to answer. “No,” she admitted at last.

		“Do you need to?”

		What was she offering? Ardeth wondered. Did her mysterious master have the plane stocked with bottles of blood? Or was she to obtain it the old-fashioned way? Do I need it? More important, do I want it?

		“I’ll manage,” she said at last and Akiko returned her attention to her teacup. “If I couldn’t . . .” Ardeth began, unable to bear the mystery.

		“I could provide it for you. Fujiwara-san said to ensure your well-being.”

		“I suppose you’ve done it before.”

		“Of course. From the time I came to womanhood.”

		“Were you frightened?” Ardeth asked, before she could stop herself.

		“Yes. But Fujiwara was very kind. He wrote me a poem, just as he had done for the court ladies when he was a young man, and sent it to me with a cherry blossom. I was still so frightened, I hid in the garden. I thought he would be angry with me but . . .” She smiled softly and for a moment, Ardeth thought she saw her blush. “He is very old but still very . . . young. You understand?”

		Ardeth thought of Rozokov the first time she had voluntarily given him her blood and, for a moment, the memory held nothing but pleasure, unclouded and uncomplicated. “Yes. That I do understand.” She dragged herself away from the memory and made herself take advantage of the other woman’s own reverie. “How old is he?”

		“Very old.” The woman’s smile stayed but her eyes were suddenly alert again.

		“Are you sure you can’t tell me why he wants to meet other vampires?”

		“I told you, Ardeth. He is old and wishes to see those of his kind.”

		“Did you tell him about Rozokov?”

		“Of course.”

		“Has he talked to him?”

		“I do not believe he has spoken to him, no.”

		“But he has contacted him?”

		“I believe that might be so. Fujiwara-san knew that Mr. Rozokov would no doubt be as wary as you yourself are. He had thought of a way in which he could introduce himself and so set your companion’s mind at rest. Now,” Akiko set down her teacup, her movement brisk and businesslike again. “We will reach Calgary in a few hours. I have made reservations for us at a hotel there so that you may sleep until this evening, when we go to Banff. Now, if you forgive me please, I will rest for a while.”

		“Of course.” Ardeth watched her collect her bags and vanish into a cabin at the back of the plane. Everything Akiko had told her suggested that there was nothing to fear from Fujiwara. Her respect, even love, for him seemed genuine. But she had been raised to serve him, had known no other kind of life. Ardeth had no doubt that she would kill for him . . . lying for him would be as natural to her as breathing.

		She shifted to look out the window of the plane. Through the shredded clouds beneath them, she could see faint pinpoints of moving light and realized they were the headlights of a car. Her forehead against the window, she watched the car move through the dark farmland below them, heading towards the west.

		
	


	

	

		Chapter 33

		
		Dimitri Rozokov sat in the back seat of the limousine, watching the forest flicker past through tinted windows. The sun had vanished behind the western peaks an hour ago. The car had arrived half an hour later, nosing up the narrow alley like a wide black shark. A dark-suited driver, his features half-hidden by the shadow of his cap, had emerged from the car. “Mr. Rozokov?” he had asked in a quiet, accented voice, and when Rozokov nodded, he had bowed slightly and opened the back door.

		For a moment, Rozokov had paused, the dark mouth of the limousine’s back seat seeming suddenly like a plush-lined trap. Then, forcing his unease to yield to his curiosity, he had bent his head and entered.

		It was quiet in the back of the car. The hiss of the tires was the only sound. There was an opaque panel between the back and front seats of the limousine and the only clues to their progress lay out the side windows. Rozokov had no idea where they were; his knowledge of the local geography was limited to the town and the forests he could travel on foot.

		The uneasiness moved in him again. Old voices of caution, distressingly familiar, disturbingly seductive, whispered regrets and warnings. Why had he agreed to this? To travel to an unknown destination in a manner over which he had no control? To go without weapons or plan or even knowledge into a situation that could be dangerous, could be fatal? On the strength of a diary he could not even be sure that he believed?

		There had been no entries after the one that chronicled the day of death and devastation in the summer of 1945. Rozokov’s knowledge of the Second World War was limited. He knew of it as he knew of most events of the century through which he had slumbered in an abandoned Toronto warehouse—from Ardeth’s stories, told to him in the long nights in the asylum. History had been her way of holding on to his sanity and of holding off her own fear. It had worked, for a while at least.

		His reading since their escape had revealed that Japan had recovered from defeat and destruction to become a major force in the world. Rozokov ran one hand idly across the thick nap of the interior upholstery and considered the fully stocked bar across from him. It certainly seemed as if the vampire, if he existed, had recovered as well. Cars such as this one did not seem to be common in Banff.

		There were no diary entries after that terrible day in August . . . but there had been a note. Written in the same elegant hand as the diary, it had been pressed between the final pages of the book. Automatically, he put his hand on the pocket of his coat and felt the outline of the book beneath his fingers. He did not need to read the note again to know what it said.


		
		
My friend,

		Please forgive this unorthodox method of contacting you. If you have read this diary, you know that we have things to discuss. It would do me great honour if you would consent to meet with me tomorrow night. My car will call for you shortly after dusk.

		I look forward to our acquaintance.

		Sadamori Fujiwara


		Could I have refused, Rozokov wondered? If I had decided to be out when his driver came, would that have ended the matter? But the questions were academic, he knew. He could not have refused to come. His curiosity was too great. As well, if Fujiwara represented a threat, he could not make it go away by ignoring it. If he was in danger, it was better that he know it, and his enemy, now.

		He thought of the questions he had asked himself the previous night, sitting on the landing. The diary had answered none of them, though it had strengthened his unconscious belief that it could only be the work of a true vampire. Whether that vampire still existed was another question that had no answer.

		His mind insisted upon conjuring up disastrous consequences to his decision to accept the strange invitation. He could find himself captive to a new power planning to exploit him, whose headquarters lay in Tokyo instead of Toronto. He could find himself in conflict with another vampire, forced to decide whether to stand his ground or yield and leave. But he could not leave Banff, he acknowledged with rueful honesty, not while there was still a chance that Ardeth might return.

		The memory of his other musings flashed through his mind. Not conflict but communion. Not questions but answers. He pushed the thoughts away for they were, in their own way, more terrifying than those of betrayal and violence.

		He looked out the window again and saw nothing but the passing forest and the dim, dark lines of the mountains against the darker sky. All this pondering and worry would bring him no closer to the answers. Only the wheels of the car could do that. He just had to let them. With a faint smile, he relaxed back into the soft luxury of the seat and watched the road flow past the window.

		Half an hour later, the car turned. The trees seemed to shift suddenly closer as the road narrowed. Faint lights appeared through the trees, then a building slid by. Rozokov had a brief glimpse of heavy log construction and a small collection of cars lined along one side. The car continued on and the lights were swallowed by the forest again. At last, the limousine slowed and stopped. He felt the car shudder slightly as the front door closed, then his own door opened.

		He stepped out into the cold autumn air. The building before him was either a large house or a small lodge, he decided. Round logs, stained a rich rusty red, formed the walls. The peaked roof showed green when the light from the doorway touched it. The two large windows on either side of the door were curtained but leaked a faint golden glow.

		The car door thudded shut behind him and the driver stepped in front of him, gesturing for him to follow. He walked up the stone pathway, aware of the shelter the scrubby evergreens that lined it would provide to any attacker. Surely such a crude attack would not suit a mind that could concoct that diary, he reminded himself. Surely another vampire would not need to crouch in the bushes like a cheap assassin.

		They reached the door without incident. The driver opened it and ushered him inside. The interior of the house was the same rich colour as the exterior. The two-storey hallway was lit by a great chandelier formed of dark twists of polished wood. A Persian carpet lay in jewel-toned splendour on the gleaming floor. The wall of the stairway ahead of him was lined with carved and painted masks of an origin Rozokov did not recognize.

		The driver led him down the hall to stop outside an open door. “Mr. Fujiwara is waiting for you,” he said, bowed briefly and then walked back towards the entrance. Rozokov watched him go, waiting for the heavy wooden door to close before he turned his attention to the half-open one in front of him. 

		He could hear the crackle of a fire and see the shadowy dance of flames on the wall. His mind reached into the room and felt life but nothing more than that. No shadowy thoughts, no vague emotions as he could often sense from mortals. That in itself was significant, he decided. He extended his search to the house and felt no presence beyond the one that waited in the firelit room.

		There now, he told himself severely, recognizing the action, however sensible, for the stalling technique that it was. You have taken all precautions you can. There is only one way to discover the truth.

		He put his hand against the door and pushed it open.

		He saw the room itself first. A great granite fireplace dominated the far end, its mantel spreading from wall to wall. Two winged chairs stood before it, sheltered by a heavy leather couch protecting them from the rest of the room. More masks lined the walls, their strange painted faces watching him. Heavy curtains of dark green hung along the wall opposite him. They did not quite meet and through the gap Rozokov could see the faint outlines of his own reflection in the glass of the doors they concealed.

		A man rose from one of the chairs. Rozokov looked at the broad face, at the dark eyes webbed with faint lines, at the set of the compact body. He felt the weight of the other man’s scrutiny in return, the curious gaze taking in his own appearance and seeking their own set of clues.

		There are no outward clues, he thought distantly. You cannot look at us and say “this is a vampire” or “this is not.” You know or you don’t.

		“Thank you for coming,” Fujiwara said after a long silence.

		“I could hardly decline,” Rozokov pointed out, moving around the great couch. “I needed to know whether the diary was true.”

		“And do you?”

		“Yes. I was fairly certain that the diary was written by a vampire. I was not so sure that the person who sent it to me was one.” Fujiwara smiled a little, his head making a small nod of acknowledgement.

		“Quite reasonable, given your recent experiences.” He gestured to the chair. “Won’t you sit? I suspect that we shall have a long evening.”

		Rozokov settled into the chair and watched Fujiwara do the same. He found that he was relieved to be sitting. The height that should have given him confidence in the face of the much shorter Japanese vampire only made him feel awkward. He looked at the firelit face. There was no sign of his true age in his features or his bearing, but for a moment Rozokov saw something in the black eyes that made him shudder. He is more than four hundred years older than I am. I have been alive barely more than that, if you discount the century that I slept.

		“You have questions, no doubt. How I found out about you perhaps.”

		“I would like to know that, yes.”

		“Dr. Takara was employed, albeit reluctantly, by one of my employees.” Rozokov felt a momentary pang of sorrow. He had not thought that she would betray them. “You must not think that she is to blame. She is a most interesting young woman,” Fujiwara continued, sensing his thoughts. “She resisted the considerable pressure of my employee and lied to him. She told me the truth only when she discovered what I was.”

		“How did you find out where I was?”

		“I do not think I should answer that question yet. Later would be better.”

		“What happened to you since the war?”

		“I went back to being a bandit.” Rozokov’s surprise must have shown on his face for Fujiwara smiled, the expression making his disturbingly ancient eyes vanish into creases of amusement. “Japan was in ruins. My wealth was gone. Equally important, the old ways had at last begun to vanish forever. The American occupation put an end to them. I did not know how much I had relied on the old codes, on my old status, until they were gone. But there was one part of the society that changed much more slowly, clinging to the old ways that they romanticized with the conviction only possible of those who did not live them. Through them, I had discovered a way to gain back wealth, which offers its own protections, and surround myself with a loyal army. Are you familiar with the yakuza?” Rozokov shook his head. “They grew out of the bandits and gamblers of the nineteenth century. They are Japan’s underworld, officially prosecuted but publicly accepted. After the war, there were many ways to make money: the black market, protection, prostitution, spying on the communists for the Americans. So that is what I did. For forty-five years I have been the oyabun of the Makato-gumi yakuza.”

		“Surely it is dangerous to be one thing for so long,” Rozokov observed and Fujiwara nodded. “And to be in such company.”

		“No honour among thieves, as your Western saying goes? There is little honour anywhere these days. For many years, the yakuza have espoused the old samurai codes, even if privately they do not live up to them. They swear loyalty to me and the organization. They vow to preserve my life before their own. Once in a while, one still cuts off his finger if he offends me. But progress touches even thieves. You are correct, it is no longer safe for me. It is time for a change.”

		“Is that why you contacted me?”

		“In part. Also to warn you. But mostly because I have lived a very long time and never seen another of my kind. You have read my story. Would you honour me by sharing yours?”

		Rozokov looked at him for a moment. There were questions he still needed to ask. The words about a warning sounded their alarms in his head. He should be sure of the situation before he indulged in reminiscences.

		But in all the world there was only one person who could understand his story. He had shared the past with Ardeth in the asylum, had indulged in wild dreams of sharing the future with her as well. Yet with all the will, imagination and love in the world, she could never understand him as Fujiwara could. Fujiwara was the only one who would need to ask no questions, who would make no judgments.

		The other vampire waited patiently. The great age in his eyes was no longer frightening.

		Rozokov began to speak.

		
	


	

	

		Chapter 34


		The sign for the Banff exit flared briefly in the car’s headlights then vanished. Ardeth looked at Akiko.

		“We’re not going to Banff, I assume.”

		“Fujiwara-san is staying at a lodge some distance from town. We will meet him there.”

		“Will Dimitri Rozokov be there?”

		“I don’t know,” Akiko answered with a brief glance her way. “Truly, Ardeth, I don’t.” She refused to say more than that and Ardeth resigned herself to unanswered speculations.

		It was reasonable to assume that he would be there. She had better be prepared for that. She had to know what she would say and how. Remote but not unfriendly, that was probably the best way to go. A carefully constructed facade to conceal her true emotions. It would be simpler, she admitted to herself, if she knew what her true emotions were. Hope and anger, bitterness and longing all seemed to compete for dominance, each surfacing in confusing sequence.

		Whatever else happened, she did not have to stay here. She was coming back to see Fujiwara, not Rozokov. If there were no answers, she would move on. She would forget Toronto, forget Banff. She would head west to Vancouver and find a new life there, free of all her pasts.

		That resolution held her steady until Akiko finally stopped the car in front of the remote lodge. The mechanics of unloading the car and helping with the luggage were temporary distractions but at last they were inside the quiet hallway. Ardeth shivered suddenly. Rozokov was in the lodge. The sense of his presence was like the brush of an unseen hand on her arm, the sound of a distant but undeniable music.

		Akiko set down her bags. “Come with me,” she said and started down the hall as if confident Ardeth would follow.

		She did, of course. She was down the hallway and through the open door into a firelit room before she had time to regret her compliance.

		There were two figures by the fireplace. The one sitting in one of the large, wing-backed chairs smiled as he turned towards the doorway. In the first glance, she took in nothing but the smooth black hair, the wide, handsome face, the formal grey suit. Then she felt the weight of the personality behind the smile, the aura that seemed to surround the short, stocky body that rose from the chair.

		For a moment, she saw nothing but Fujiwara. Then Akiko moved, stepping into the room, disturbing the tableau that had occupied that long, frozen moment. Ardeth noticed that the chair across from Fujiwara was empty except for a shapeless grey mass that suddenly resolved into an abandoned coat. Finally her eye found the other figure, standing by the fireplace. She had known he was there all along, she realized, but had surrendered to the power of the Japanese vampire’s presence to avoid acknowledging it. He had half-turned from his contemplation of the flames and was looking over his shoulder at her.

		Remote but not unfriendly. The words echoed mockingly in her mind. As if it could ever be so simple between them. As if she could ever look at the narrow bones of his face and the pale grey depths of his eyes and feel anything without intensity. Love, hate, rage, desire—it did not matter. She felt them all, beyond all reason.

		She swallowed hard and heard Akiko speaking in her native tongue, the words incomprehensible. Fujiwara replied as she went to him and bowed. “Dimitri, please meet my assistant, Akiko Kodama,” he said, as if he sensed nothing of the tension that Ardeth felt hovering in the air. Akiko bowed to the dark figure silhouetted against the fire. Rozokov’s head bent in response.

		“This is Ardeth Alexander,” Akiko said, and it was too late to retreat, to hide in the shadows of the doorway. Ardeth felt herself drawn forward, her feet taking her around into the circle of light the other three seemed to occupy. Her hand moved by itself, extending to Fujiwara. His fingers were short and strong. He bowed and she found herself echoing the motion.

		“It is a great pleasure to meet you. To meet one so young. I am honoured that you agreed to come.”

		“If I didn’t, I’d always have wondered. . . .” she found herself saying, then closed her lips tightly, afraid of what she might reveal next. Fujiwara turned his head, looking at Rozokov.

		“You see how I found you?”

		“Not exactly.” His voice was cool and even. As distant as one of his stars, she thought, whose heart died a million years ago. Unbidden, the thought came that this frosty remoteness was her fault, that the atmosphere until her arrival had been much different. They had much more in common with each other than with her. For a moment, she wanted to leave them to each other. To leave and never look back. But she needed to talk to Fujiwara. She had as much right as Rozokov to be here. She was not obligated to make it easy for him . . . it certainly wasn’t easy for her.

		“Dr. Takara led us to Sara Alexander who led us to Ardeth. Who, I must explain, took the precaution of confirming my existence with Dr. Takara before she told Akiko where to find you.”

		“So you went to Toronto then.” This was directed at her and Ardeth forced herself to look at him. He didn’t seem to be angry at the revelation, merely interested. After a moment, she nodded. “How are Sara and Mickey?”

		“Fine.”

		In the silence, Rozokov moved abruptly, stepping away from the fire to sit back into the chair. Ardeth saw Fujiwara glance at Akiko then heard the woman’s retreating footsteps. “Would you care to sit down?” the vampire asked politely and Ardeth felt herself nod dumbly and sink back onto the cool leather of the couch. Fujiwara resumed his own seat and, for a long moment, there was no sound but the crack of a log shattering in the fire.

		“How old are you?” Ardeth asked at last.

		“I was reborn in 1045,” Fujiwara answered without offence. “And you?” Ardeth resisted the impulse to look at Rozokov.

		“Six months ago. Why did you want to find me . . . us?”

		If he found her abruptness disconcerting, he did not show it. “As I said to Dimitri, I am very old and have never met another of my kind. I could not let this chance go by.” A smile edged his mouth for a moment. “Might I be permitted to ask you why you came?”

		“As I said—if I didn’t, I’d always have wondered.”

		“Wondered what?”

		“Whether there were other vampires, besides us. What they were like. How they lived.” As she said the words, his own finally penetrated her consciousness, distracted as it was by Rozokov’s silent presence. “I have never met another of my kind. . . .” It doesn’t mean anything, she told herself fiercely. Just because he doesn’t have that answer doesn’t mean he doesn’t have others.

		“I regret that I cannot tell you any story but my own.”

		“You never created any other vampires?”

		“No. It took me many years to determine what I was, for my people had no vampire myth to tell me. Then it never seemed safe. It is dangerous to create others who might make mistakes and endanger you both. As Dimitri said,” he smiled in Rozokov’s direction, “most people who wish to be vampires are not the type of people with whom you would want to spend eternity.”

		“You were never even tempted?” Ardeth persisted.

		“Oh yes. But when I did find someone with whom I could have shared my life, she died before I could change her.”

		“I’m sorry.” The response was automatic, the standard words of sympathy that convention dictated whether they made sense or not. Ardeth felt a moment of embarrassment, mingled with genuine sadness.

		“Thank you,” Fujiwara said seriously, as if her words had not been a cliché. “It was over three hundred years ago . . . but I still think of her.”

		He had been alone for almost a thousand years. Is that what will happen to me? Ardeth wondered. She could not imagine a life that long. Was it the years that caused the subtle air of sadness that she could sense beneath his composure? Or was it something else, something darker? Something like loss. Something like loneliness.

		“You also said you had a warning for me,” Rozokov put in suddenly. Fujiwara looked at him and nodded. Ardeth, drawn from her disquieting reverie, watched the old vampire’s face.

		“Havendale was not the only party interested in your discovery. My lieutenant also learned of your existence, through one of those tasteless films in which you were forced to participate. Without my knowledge, he threatened Dr. Takara and placed her inside the laboratory. Since the fire at Havendale, he has been searching for you.”

		“Without your knowledge?” Ardeth asked and he shrugged.

		“For a time. I eventually discovered what he was doing and followed his investigations for my own reasons.”

		“Why is he interested in us?” Rozokov’s question drew another faint smile.

		“I think it would be best if we asked him,” Fujiwara said quietly, and, from behind her, Ardeth heard the heavy thud of the front door closing.

		
	


	

	

		Chapter 35

		
		This was not the way Takashi Yamagata had imagined it would be.

		He had been educated to consider all eventualities of any plan. He was good at it and at remaining flexible, ready to take advantage of any opportunity. Yet despite his impartial analysis of all the logical scenarios, he had inevitably been drawn to one or another of them. For a time, he had believed that his transformation would come from a vial of blood or serum, secretly obtained by Dr. Takara from the Havendale laboratory. With Havendale’s demise, he was prepared for the negotiations required to persuade the foreign vampire, willingly or otherwise, to bestow the gift on him. And there was the oldest dream of all, the dream of the moment when he would see the offer of true kinship in his oyabun’s eyes.

		Only in these last days, since he had discovered that Fujiwara knew about his schemes, had he imagined it would end like this. The oyabun sitting in the chair that looked so much like the throne of a Western prince. The foreign vampire seated across from him. Yamagata had only seen him in the snuff films. Now he was barely recognizable as the creature in those videotapes. His longish grey hair was brushed back instead of tangled across his brow. The face looked composed and human rather than like a gaunt, demonic skull. But there was no question as to his identity, for he had some of the same look as Fujiwara in his eyes, some of the same gravity of Fujiwara in his bearing.

		At the edge of his vision, there was another presence. For a moment, he thought the cap of black hair belonged to Akiko, then realized the features beneath the hair were undeniably Caucasian. Perhaps the other vampire’s servant, he thought and dismissed her.

		He walked to the space between the two chairs and bowed automatically to the oyabun. Fujiwara did not seem surprised to see him. He knew I had spies, Yamagata acknowledged. Or else he allowed Kojima to tell me where he had gone. “My second-in-command, Takashi Yamagata,” Fujiwara said after a moment. There was no question what the introduction required. Yamagata bowed carefully to the gaijin vampire. “This is Dimitri Rozokov, the man you have been searching for.”

		“Mr. Yamagata.” The voice was quiet, faintly accented.

		“Mr. Rozokov,” Yamagata countered, keeping his back stiff as he met the pale grey eyes studying him. Behind him, he heard the crunch and squeak of leather and allowed his attention to shift enough to realize that the vampire’s servant had risen. He saw her dark figure move to lean against the wall, just at the edge of the range of the firelight.

		He took the opportunity to move back and sit in the centre of the couch. The relief at having his back covered momentarily made him forget that the only true dangers in the room sat in front of him.

		“Did you come alone?” the oyabun asked in Japanese.

		“I brought four men with me. They are waiting outside.” He told the truth automatically, regretted it, then decided with relief and self-contempt that there was no danger in sharing the information. Fujiwara would have expected it of him. “You should not have come alone.”

		“Do you suppose I am in danger from this man? From my brother-in-blood?” He had switched back to English again and Yamagata forced himself to concentrate. He knew English well, had been educated in it, but it was still a foreign language. And he had not known it for as long as Fujiwara had.

		“You could not know that in advance. That is why you should have let me contact him first, as I planned to do.”

		“Is that what you planned to do?”

		“Of course. I did not wish to involve you until I was certain that this man was . . . one of your blood. I was tracing his whereabouts.” He bowed his head a little. “As you know.” He, Yamagata thought in despair, knows that you are lying. Did you truly believe that you could deceive him? But if he did not acknowledge any other truth, if he stuck to his tale, could the oyabun act against him? Of course he can, he mocked himself. You swore an oath of absolute loyalty to him. He can do whatever he wants.

		Yamagata had a choice. He could maintain the fiction of his motivation no matter what the question and trust the oyabun would, in the end, choose to overlook his actions. Or he could tell the truth and take a chance that he might still achieve his goals. Either choice could end in death.

		“Takashi.” The name, spoken in that low, familiar voice, dragged his reluctant gaze back to meet his oyabun’s eyes. “Has your life in the Makato-gumi been satisfactory?”

		“Yes.”

		“Has it not brought you education, power, wealth?”

		“Yes, it has.”

		“Have I not trusted you beyond all mortals except one? Have I not made it clear that you are to command the organization when I choose to leave it?”

		“Yes.”

		“Then why are you lying to me?”

		“Because you are lying to me!” The words came out before he could stop them, and for a moment he was horrified by the naked emotion in them. Inside him, something cringed and cried, longing for the safety of mute surrender. Yet there was another part of him that seemed to rejoice as it thrust aside the automatic reflex of submission. It is begun, he thought wildly. All the pretence is done, all the masks are gone. Now all that matters is how it ends.

		“Lying to you?”

		“Do you think that I don’t know you? After all these years in which you have been my only teacher, my only father? I know you better than you realize. I know that you are planning to do something, something drastic. You trusted me with everything else: the gang, the money, your secret. But you would not trust me with this.”

		“What secret do you believe I have kept from you?”

		“You are going away.”

		“But you knew that. Why else would I have raised you to be my successor?”

		“Oh, you haven’t made any secret of the fact you’re planning to ‘retire.’ But you didn’t tell me that you weren’t coming back. At least, not in my lifetime.” He hoped for a strike with that. Nothing stirred on the surface of the calm features, but the silence lingered so long it seemed unbearable.

		“Did I tell you that I would?” The words went through him like knives, sharp with betrayal.

		“You said I was your heir. That if I earned it, it would all be mine.”

		“It will be.”

		“Will it? Were you planning to do it before you left then?” He kept his voice level, as calm as Fujiwara’s, and was rewarded by the faint drawing together of the black brows. Could it be that he had never suspected? Or was this conversation only the playing out of a pointless ritual before the oyabun decided his fate?

		“Do what, Takashi?”

		“Make me like you.” Yamagata felt as if another barrier inside himself fell away with the words. In all his months of careful plotting, of secret scheming, he had never said them out loud. He saw the fire spark in the foreign vampire’s eyes as he leaned forward and heard the faint indrawn breath from the woman against the wall.

		“Takashi . . .” The oyabun’s voice was quiet, compelling. “I promised you my empire. I did not promise you my curse.”

		“A curse.” Yamagata laughed humourlessly. “If it is a curse, surely it’s my duty to share it with you. But you cannot make me believe that your centuries have been painful for you. You are not a coward. If your life was cursed, you would have ended it years ago.”

		“Do not make judgments on things about which you know nothing,” Dimitri Rozokov said softly and Yamagata looked at him.

		“I know more about it than you would guess. But tell me, have you ever done what my oyabun has done? Taken a boy and raised him, given him a place of honour, made him believe you trusted him? Made him believe he was like a son to ensure he obeyed you and then took away the one inheritance he wanted?”

		“No,” the vampire answered after a long moment and Yamagata’s heart hammered with the sudden hope that this stranger his oyabun valued could be enlisted to take his side. “I have never allowed any mortal close enough to me to believe that.” Hope turned to confusion. The words seemed to deny that he could be persuaded but the sad tone suggested otherwise.

		“I regret if I ever led you to believe I would leave you anything but my mortal empire,” Fujiwara said. “It was not my intention.”

		“Wasn’t it?” Yamagata asked and, after a moment, he saw the vampire’s head bow.

		“Perhaps . . . once I had allowed you to know what I was . . . I pretended I did not know what you hoped. I let you believe it.”

		“Because it made me obedient. And trustworthy.”

		“I am not a fool,” Fujiwara countered with a touch of asperity. “I required obedience and loyalty. But I would not have let you know anything at all if I did not believe you had those virtues already. Takashi, I am leaving you an organization worth millions. I am leaving you my respect and my regards. Be content.”

		“What does it matter to you if I become like you? Do you suppose I will do something foolish to expose the fact that we exist? Do you think I am so unworthy?”

		“No. In all my years, there have been only two people I thought of transforming. One of them was a woman I loved deeply. You are the other, the only other in a thousand years. There was a time I longed for a son as much as you long to be one. Perhaps that desire made me misjudge what I could do. But I have thought long about this. No matter how much my life has mattered to me, I am an unnatural creature. I am disharmony and danger. You know how I live. I exist through trickery and lies. I protect myself by preying on society and by exploiting the honour of men like you. I will not perpetuate this curse. I will certainly not perpetuate it by cursing you, my son.”

		Yamagata looked at the implacable face and narrow, unreadable eyes. He had gained nothing by his outbursts, by the painful revelations of his true feelings. All the things that he admired in Fujiwara conspired to deny him. If the old man was resolved, he would not allow him to break his own vow. Even the love the old vampire felt for him, which should have been one of his most powerful arguments, now kept him from his goal. Still, he tried again. A simple plea this time, without anger or accusation. “Father . . . I ask you . . .”

		“No. I will not do it. Do not ask me again.” Fujiwara sat back in his chair, shoulders squared, back straight. Yamagata knew there was only one question left to ask. There was no room left for subterfuge or cunning. If he could not get the answer he needed, here in this room, he would never have it. If he failed here, he would have to abandon his dream. If they believed he pursued it, neither of the vampires would ever allow him this close to them again.

		“Do you forbid it?”

		For a moment, there was silence. Yamagata saw Rozokov glance at Fujiwara, but the oyabun’s gaze did not move. At last, Fujiwara shook his head. Yamagata looked at Rozokov.

		“I have been searching for you for a long time. You know what I want. Will you do it?”

		In the silence, Yamagata felt his heart pounding. He has not refused you outright, he told himself. He can be persuaded if it is done properly.

		“Why should I?” the foreign vampire asked at last, his voice betraying neither sympathy nor anger.

		“Why shouldn’t you? I am no threat to you. Even my oyabun admits I’m worthy of it. You only have to change me and I will be gone from this country forever. I won’t ask anything else of you, ever.”

		“Ever is a very long time. And I repeat, why should I?”

		“I’m a wealthy man. Name your price and I’ll pay it.”

		“I have only changed one other person. I think that is more than sufficient for me. I am sorry, Mr. Yamagata.”

		“You haven’t thought about it. Please, let’s go somewhere private and talk about it. . . .” Yamagata began desperately. If he could get Rozokov away from Fujiwara, surely he could convince him. What difference did it make to the gaijin vampire anyway?

		“I am sorry. . . .”

		A feminine voice sounded suddenly, the words lost in the overlap of his plea and the vampire’s refusal. Yamagata looked about in confusion. The dark-haired woman had moved away from the wall and into the firelight. “I said I’ll do it.”

		“Ardeth!” The shock in Rozokov’s voice confused Yamagata.

		“What do you mean?” he asked, truly looking at her for the first time. Not pretty, not soft, he thought with automatic evaluation, but something else. Something more.

		“I mean if you want to become a vampire, I’ll make you one.”

		“You?” he asked in bewilderment. Her laugh was a brief, bitter bark. Yamagata saw the firelight turn her eyes into sparks and embers. He caught his breath.

		“Who do you think is his other creation?” she asked mockingly. “Well, do you want to do it or not?”

		“Ardeth, you can’t . . .”

		Yamagata watched her swing around as Rozokov rose. “Why not? Do you think you can decide for both of us? Do you forbid me?” There was derision in her voice but underneath it, he heard a pain that seemed strangely familiar. He had only to wonder what had put it there, then she was standing in front of him, her hands on her hips. With terrible fascination, he looked up the length of her body. She was all in black. Against it, the narrow oval of her face and the long column of her throat seemed shockingly white. Images flashed through his mind, a tangle of childhood tales of demons and adult icons of pornography.

		She held out her hand.

		At the door, she looked at him. “Do you have a knife?”

		
	


	

	

		Chapter 36

		
		There were bedrooms on the upper floor of the lodge. Ardeth opened a door at random and looked into the deserted darkness. This would do as well as any, she supposed. From the corner of her eye, she saw Yamagata reach for the light switch. Her fingers caught his wrist. His skin was chilly from his expedition outside to obtain a knife from one of his men.

		He resisted automatically and she saw him frown as he realized that her grip was too strong to let him move. After a moment, his muscles relaxed and she released him.

		She closed the door and went to the window, pulling aside the dark curtains. The moon hovered above the trees and she leaned for a moment into the pale silver light. In stories and fairy tales, the moon is always female, she thought, tied to blood and tides and the dark urges of the soul. If it’s true, then she should understand what I’m doing. She should bless it.

		She turned back from the window. Yamagata was standing by the door, beyond the touch of the dappled moonlight, but she could still see him clearly enough. He was handsome, in a strange stony fashion. The sharp cheekbones and wide jaw gave the planes of his face a sculpted look. His hair was cut very short, almost shaven. In the darkness, she could not see the faint lines that webbed his eyes and the corners of his mouth. He was older than she was, she guessed, but not by more than a decade. He had a face that suited a gangster, she thought, but might just as easily suit the priest of a Zen temple.

		A sense of power swept over her and she shivered with the exhilarating and guilty thrill of the knowledge that she was in complete control. It had been a long time, too long, since she had felt like this.

		This would be her revenge, the most perfect payback that she could have found. She had given up Mark while Rozokov broke all their vows in an anonymous, empty feeding. Her own feeding in Toronto had been just as empty, wrapped in drunken dreams and need. But Yamagata . . . Yamagata was anything but anonymous. Yamagata had a face and a name, she thought with a smile. A face and a name that would be there for eternity, to remind Rozokov that he could not abandon her, could not order her.

		For eternity . . . For a moment, the thought chilled her. She knew nothing about Yamagata beyond what had happened between him and Fujiwara in the room downstairs. He was a dangerous man, he would be a dangerous vampire. Maybe even dangerous to her.

		It was too late for second thoughts, she knew. Besides, Fujiwara had thought he was worthy of being changed. Yamagata had said that he would go away, back to Japan, after the change. He was no threat to her at all.

		She looked at him. He would not give up his blood unknowing. He would not have to be made to forget what she took from him. He wanted what she could give. He had already shown that he would do anything to get it. Anything at all.

		“Take off your clothes,” she said softly. Emotions moved across the rectangular face in faint signs: anger in the twitch of a lip, surprise in the drawn brows, desire in the narrowed eyes.

		“Is that how it is usually done?”

		“That’s how I’m doing it. Take it or leave it.”

		After a moment, he shrugged and began to obey her. His movements were studied and slow. He draped his jacket carefully over the back of a chair, laid his pants and shirt neatly across the seat. His body was taut and muscular, flat-bellied and smooth. Ardeth caught her breath in surprise as he moved into the moonlight. There were tattoos across his shoulders and upper arms, along his hips and buttocks. They seemed to glow, a brocade tapestry of colour and pattern that shifted as he moved. Her fingers suddenly itched to touch them, to follow the lines of ink across his tawny skin.

		Yamagata stood looking at her, seeming as self-possessed as he had fully dressed. Ardeth stepped closer and put her hand on his chest, just between the bottom sweep of the tattoo and the circle of his nipple. Beneath her palm, she could feel his heart thudding, betraying all the emotion he would not show in his face or stance.

		She smiled and let her fingers slid up, ivory lines crossing into the dark pattern of the tattoo. The skin felt no different there, she realized with surprise. “And now?” he asked. His voice was level but his flesh was burning under her hand.

		“You’re sorry it’s me, aren’t you? You wish it was Fujiwara.” His face turned, seeking the shadow.

		“You are not Fujiwara,” he said at last, which was no real answer at all. Ardeth felt a flash of sympathy, even pity for him. He had wanted Fujiwara to initiate him, as a father might bring his son into manhood through some solemn tribal ritual. Instead he was alone with a woman who had turned all his expectations into useless speculation and left him with no guide, even imagined, to follow. A woman who was using him for her own revenge. We both have dark urges, she thought, but mine are darker than you know.

		“No. But that has some advantages.” She leaned closer, her hand moving behind his neck. He kept his face turned away and she bent her head to put her lips against the pulse in his throat. She felt his muscles tighten and she laughed. “Don’t worry. It won’t happen yet.”

		“What will?”

		“You know,” she whispered as she felt another muscle tense and pulse against her thigh. “You know how this part goes.” Yamagata stood still for another moment then moved. One arm wrapped around her body and pulled her hard against him, the other caught her hair and held her mouth still for a kiss that almost bruised. The deliberate violence of it left her momentarily breathless.

		There were no other words between them as her clothes were scattered on the floor, as they found the bed. As if he had finally sensed the progression this unexpected initiation must take, Yamagata paid court to her, performing the ritual of worship with hands and mouth. He did it well enough that thoughts of Mark and Rozokov and vengeance slid away beneath the tides of pleasure.

		At last, Ardeth pulled his mouth from hers and whispered, “Get the knife.” He retrieved the switchblade from his suit and returned to kneel in front of her as she sat on the edge of the bed. He opened the blade with ritual precision and handed it to her.

		Ardeth looked at the silver spike gleaming in her hand. She knew that it would do her no permanent damage, would not even hurt for long. Still, something inside her cringed, begging her to back out now while she still could.

		She took a quick breath and set the blade against the skin above the curve of her breast. A short stroke and it was done. She felt nothing at first, then the beginnings of the sharp, burning sting. She glanced down and saw the line of blood etched across her skin like a crude tattoo. She looked at Yamagata, who was staring at the wound in fearful fascination.

		When she opened her arms, he knelt up into her embrace and put his lips over the bloody gash. Sliding her fingers through the short, stiff brush of hair, feeling the curves of his skull beneath her palms, she closed her eyes.

		Ardeth felt the suction as he drew the blood into his mouth. She hadn’t experienced anything like it since the nights in the asylum when Rozokov had drunk from her wrist, her inner arm, and, the last time, her throat. For once, the memory did not bring her pain. For a few long, delirious moments, she felt nothing but pleasure, an expansive, generous bliss that smoothed away past scars and soothed the ragged edges of her unhappiness.

		Yamagata made a soft sound in the back of his throat and his hands shifted, tightening on her waist. Ardeth felt her own hungers surge inside her again. It seemed like a long time since she had fed. He clenched her fingers in Yamagata’s hair and pulled his mouth away from her skin. He opened his eyes and stared up at her, dazed, until she kissed the blood from his lips.

		The bed creaked beneath them as she drew him up onto the cool expanse of the coverlet and tumbled him to lie beneath her. She paid him back for the pleasure he had given her and indulged her own desires, tracing the paths of the tattoos across his skin, trying to see if the red tasted different from the green, the blue from the black.

		When she lowered herself onto him, she realized she had missed this too, this penetration that fed its own set of hungers. For a while, the satisfaction of that need was so sweet it made her forget all the others.

		The beat of his heart under her hand brought her back. She could feel the heat of the blood moving beneath his skin. The scent of it drew her down, led her mouth to the vein waiting beneath the curve of his jaw.

		Then his blood was on her tongue and sliding its intoxicating way down her throat.

		Yamagata groaned. His hands clenched on her shoulders, trying to push her away even as his hips rose to keep them joined together. Ardeth crouched over him, eyes closed, mouth pressed to the sweet spring of his throat. This time she didn’t have to stop, she realized with a wild thrill, this time she could just keep on until she had taken it all.

		Something struck her throat, stunning her for a moment. Sparks scattered in front of her eyes and when they cleared, she was sprawled backwards on the bed. Yamagata was pressed against the headboard, hand still formed in the sharp spade of readiness for a martial arts blow.

		He hit me, she thought in disbelief, her hand going to her neck. The sharp gleam of the knife flashed through her mind as she drew her fingers away and stared at them, expecting to see blood. They were unstained. He hadn’t used the knife then, just his hand.

		She looked back at Yamagata’s flushed, sweat-streaked face. There was no mask now, no composed structure of forbidding cheekbones and expressionless mouth. There was fear painted there, and desperation, and regret.

		I wonder what’s painted on mine? Ardeth wondered. If I could see myself, would I know what I feel? Because I don’t have any idea.

		Yamagata’s hand lost its rigid shape and reached for her. “Forgive me. I panicked. I forgot. . . . Forgive me and finish. I won’t forget again.”

		As if we could finish, she thought with absurd humour, noticing that his erection was gone. She pushed her hair out of her eyes and took a long, shaky breath, realizing suddenly that her hungers, both of them, had died. “If you really wanted it, you wouldn’t have panicked,” she said slowly. “It’s over.”

		He caught her arm as she swung her feet onto the floor. “No. I want it. I want it. You must do it.” She started to shake her head but he pulled her back down onto the bed and kissed her desperately, his hands moving with harsh fervour over her body.

		Something flickered inside her, a ghost of desire and need, then faded away. She extricated herself from his embrace and stood up. “No.” She stepped away and bent down to retrieve her shirt.

		“Please. I beg you.” His voice was anguished and, when she looked up, she saw him kneeling on the floor beside the bed. He bent his head. “I beg you.” There was such despair in the words that she felt sorry for him, almost went to comfort him, drawn as if it was not just physical intimacy they had shared. She caught herself after a single step.

		“No.” She forced the chill into her voice, because she knew suddenly that was what he needed. Not comfort, no pity, but a will stronger than his own, to impose a truth he was not able to face. “If you’d wanted it, you wouldn’t have fought. I know. Because I didn’t fight.”

		He stayed silent, kneeling there as she found her clothing and dressed. At the door, she turned back to him. “I’ll tell them you changed your mind,” she said to his lowered head, to the painful hunch of his tattooed shoulders. “If you ever really know this is what you want, I’ll give it to you.”

		The hallway was very bright and for a moment Ardeth leaned against the wall, her eyes closed. Her knees felt strangely weak, her body disconnected from her mind. Yamagata’s blood in her veins was like a shot of adrenaline, competing with post-coital lethargy. She put her hand up to her mouth and wiped at it automatically.

		At last, she pushed away from the wall and walked carefully down the stairs. In the silence of the living room, she found Fujiwara still sitting in his chair, Rozokov pacing back and forth in front of the fireplace. She meant to keep her attention on the Japanese vampire but when she saw Rozokov’s gaunt face and the tight line of his mouth she could not look away. Were you wondering what was happening? she thought with rancour that seemed more like reflex than genuine emotion. Did you just wonder or did you use your powers to find out whether I was fucking him?

		“He changed his mind,” she said at last, dragging her gaze back to Fujiwara. “I told him if he ever changed it back to look me up again.”

		Then she could not bear to be in the room for another moment. Her feet found an escape before she consciously sought it, moving across the room to the concealed French doors. She pushed the curtains aside, fumbled with the locks and then was out into the chilly night air. The doors opened onto a wooden deck, littered now with the sad heaps of unused picnic tables and chairs. She pulled her jacket closer and walked to the railing. Through the trees, she thought she could see the glimmer of moonlight on water.

		Behind her, Ardeth heard the door open and close but steadfastly refused to turn. A figure appeared beside her. Fujiwara said nothing, merely rested his hands on the railing and watched the night. Images of Japanese stereotypes and history surfaced in her mind, summoning with them reluctant concern. For a moment, she wanted to reject it. Yamagata was nothing to her beyond an instrument of revenge. At most, he had been for a few unreal moments a skilled and unloving lover. But those moments had weight and had left some imprint on her, however temporary. She remembered the lonely figure crouched on the floor and looked at Fujiwara.

		“He was upset. He wouldn’t do anything . . . drastic, would he?”

		“Such as commit seppuku . . . kill himself? I do not think so. No one does, these days.” There was an undercurrent of amusement in his voice, then the vampire’s expression sobered. “I sensed no such intention from him.” He caught her glance. “I did check.”

		“I suppose you agree with him.” She indicated the change in subject with a jerk of her head back towards the lodge. “You think I shouldn’t have done it.”

		“Does it matter whether I approve? The curse is as much yours as ours. You have the right to use it as you wish. As a vampire, Takashi would be no danger to us. I am more curious as to why. It was certainly not out of any concern for my lieutenant.”

		“It’s a long story,” Ardeth said shortly.

		“They all are. Especially ours,” Fujiwara observed with wry humour. “I can guess at some of it. You are angry at Dimitri Rozokov. Whatever past wounds you have caused each other I do not know, but tonight it hurt you that he spoke of your creation as if he regretted it. You are also angry at me. So you rebelled against us both with the weapon that was nearest at hand.”

		It hurt to hear her reasons, which had seemed so complex and intense, reduced to those simple words. It hurt even more to realize that those simple words were the truth. The pain turned her voice sharp. “Why would I be angry at you?”

		“Because you came here looking for answers and I do not have them.”

		“No, you don’t,” she replied honestly, turning to look at him. Her frankness did not seem to disturb him.

		“Even if I—or Dimitri—had answers, you should ask yourself if you would listen to them, any more than you listened to your parents when you were a girl. There are some things only time can make real for you. You will not know the true strength of the need we have until you try to give it up. You will not truly know that you will not die until you stand at the grave of your sister and your sister’s children. Even now, I can tell you these things and you might say that you believe them—but you will not feel them as true until they happen to you. There is no secret to this existence. There is no ‘way of the vampire’ to teach you. My way was mine alone. You must find your own.”

		“I knew you’d say that. All along, in my heart, I knew that’s what you’d say.”

		“Your heart is wiser than your years would suggest.”

		“That doesn’t make it any easier.”

		“No, it doesn’t,” Fujiwara acknowledged. “Do you have someplace to stay?” The abrupt change in subject surprised her for a moment, then Ardeth shook her heard. She had made no plans and acknowledged with painful amusement that some part of her had expected to return to the apartment in Banff. “Stay here then. I have some business to complete tomorrow evening and I would be very honoured if you would stay and see it done.”

		“What kind of business?” she asked, but he only smiled and shook his head.

		“Tomorrow night is soon enough. Now, I must go and talk to Takashi and Dimitri. You stay out here and look at the moon.” He smiled again. “If I were a century younger and you a mortal, I might linger with you and compose a poem or two.” Ardeth could not help her laughter. It would take a much stronger woman than she, she acknowledged, to resist the charm that had been practised for almost a thousand years.

		“I’ll bet you did that with all the girls.” Fujiwara chuckled and bowed with more flourish than she had seen before. Then he left her alone to look up at a moon that gave her neither poetry nor answers.

		
	


	

	
	
		[image: Chapter37]


		Chapter 37

		
		They have gone now to their uneasy shelters. Dimitri Rozokov has returned with my driver to Banff. Takashi and my men are split between this building and the other down the road. Takashi chose the other, though I am not certain whether it is to avoid Ardeth or me. Ardeth has found a room I am certain is not the one in which she and Takashi struggled with their dreams and their vengeance.

		Before he left, Dimitri returned this diary. I will give it back to him when he returns tomorrow night, but I could not resist the urge to write this last entry.

		I have no desire to record in detail the events of this night. I suspect I would turn it into either melodrama or comedy. The creative urge has not entirely left me—nor has the urge to arrange events so that they are aesthetically pleasing.

		There is even symmetry in our wounds and sorrows. Dimitri and I, abandoned in one fashion or another by our vampire mothers. Takashi and Ardeth seeking new fathers for their lost ones and then rebelling against what they found. Ardeth and Dimitri struggling to find some manner of love that reconciles their inhuman need and their mortal emotions.

		Would it have been like that with Tomoe and me? Perhaps not, for it was a different time, a different world. Yet for all that distance, the hearts of mortals have always been the same. What is forbidden may differ between cultures—for the West it has been the sex that defies the laws of their god and in my land it has been the love that refuses to bow to obligation and duty—but the hearts and bodies of mortals will always want that which is denied.

		Even I, not mortal at all in one sense, am mortal in all the others. I want that which has been denied.

		But I am the only one of this night’s seekers whose search ended in success. I came to this country looking for another of my kind and I discovered two of them. Yamagata had less luck in his quest for immortality. If the answers that Dimitri and Ardeth hunger for exist, they do so somewhere beyond the range of experience.

		My other search, the one I began after my guests left, is also done. I have found the place, an open bank by a lake, where it is to be done. It is not the place I imagined when I first had these thoughts years ago but it will suffice. The mountains and trees of this place have some echoes of my homeland in them.

		When I stood on the ground I have chosen, I thought of the playwright, Hidekane. I have never forgotten him, as he predicted. At home, locked away, is a scroll that contains the text of the play he wrote for me, procured in great secrecy and at great cost. I have read it at least once each century. I know the words very well. It was not hard to hear them in the wind that came down from the peaks to find me as I stood beside the lake:


		
Behind the mountains

		the moon goes down

		As I must go

		But upon the mountains

		The moon must rise again

		As I must rise.

		There is no rest.

		

		I say that when I left Japan I did not know what answer I might find at the end of the journey. Yet if that is true, why did I bring my swords? The Muramasa blade waits for me, wrapped in its silken bag, dreaming of blood.

		I can hear a footstep on the stairs. Akiko is coming. She will be sleepy-eyed and tousled, drawn from her bed by my call. There is always something peaceful about her, as if she possesses some essence, some certainty that the rest of us can only grope after in the dark. She soothes my unnatural heart. I wonder if she too has some secret scar, some secret quest. Perhaps I will ask her.

		I think that I will have her stay for a while, when we have done our dance of desire and survival.

		For this one morning, I will go to sleep in her arms, as mortal lovers do.

		
	


	

	

		Chapter 38



		What a strange procession we must make, Ardeth thought as she followed the path through the forest twilight. If we meet any other hikers on the trail, we’re likely to be the gossip of Banff for a week. But it was late in the season and the yakuza guards had reported that no one had gone up the path all day so the chances of meeting anyone descending seemed slim.

		The gang members, seemingly interchangeable in their dark suits and glowers, trailed behind her now. She could hear the occasional incomprehensible comment from them, most likely complaints about the rough trail or the state of their feet in their city shoes. Or about the distance they were forced to keep from their oyabun and his lieutenant, who headed the procession. Ardeth had arrived in the middle of an argument about it, or so Akiko had translated. Fujiwara had resolved it with a gruff command but, though they bowed, none of them seemed to take the order with good grace—at least at this safe distance.

		She suspected one or two of their short bursts of laughter, distinctly ribald in tone, must have had to do with her. If she had known that Fujiwara’s mysterious business involved a hike through the woods, she would have worn her jeans and running shoes instead of her short skirt.

		Ahead of her, Akiko was sensibly attired in flat shoes and loose trousers. A coat wrapped around her body. Over her shoulder was a large bag that she had assured Ardeth was quite light, rejecting her offer to carry it for a while.

		Beyond her, Rozokov walked without concern for the darkening trail, his long coat brushing against the bushes, his pale head topping the dark ones around him. Ardeth tried not to look at him but failed, her eyes inexorably drawn to the grey gleam of his hair.

		She could not see Yamagata, but knew he was following on Fujiwara’s heels. His face had been closed and uncommunicative when they had encountered each other at the lodge but, in an unguarded moment, their eyes had met and Ardeth had been appalled to feel a flush burn across her cheeks, fired by a tangle of embarrassment and sexual heat. He had looked away quickly, his mouth tightening. Had he regained his nerve so soon? she wondered as she stepped over a log that had fallen across the path. If he has, will you keep your promise?

		To distract herself from that question, she thought of Fujiwara, who led their odd group. She had been surprised to see him dressed in a green kimono, patterned with a crest in the shape of a flower, and wide trousers of silk. Two gold-hilted swords in dark scabbards were tucked through the white sash at his waist. She had almost laughed when she saw the strange sandals with wooden clog soles he was wearing but now had to admit that they did not seem to hinder his pace at all.

		Ardeth looked up through the tall pines that hovered over the path. The sky had darkened somewhat, the blue shading into indigo to the east and crimson in the west. The sun must be just above the mountains now, she guessed. They would have to come back down the path in the full darkness. She was sure that the prospect did not appeal to the city-bred yakuza and decided to make sure she stayed well away from them during the journey back. She had seen the bulge of shoulder holsters under their jackets and had no desire to be in the way if the night made them nervous.

		At last, the forest around them thinned and the path ended. They emerged onto an open bank land, which sloped sharply down to a small lake. Thirty feet separated the line of the forest from the point where the ground began to drop away and it was more than one hundred to the place where the trees moved in again. The bank faced west, towards the sunset where the sky was striped with orange clouds. Ardeth looked around, taking in the circle of spiky branches behind her, the brittle, sand-coloured grass that covered the bank, the cold grey-green of the lake below them. On the far shore, a scattering of deciduous trees burned like embers among the pines. Beyond the lake, the mountains swept up in sharp, dark lines to white, snowy peaks. There was a strange, desolate beauty about the scene.

		She shivered and put her hands in the pockets of her jacket, as if the action could counter the chill that swept her. The small group hovered on the edge of the clearing for a moment, then Akiko moved. She walked with unhurried steps to the centre of the open land, near the edge of the slope. There she set down her bag and began to unpack it. A large white mat emerged to be rolled out on the ground. A small lacquered box followed and was set to the side. Then she tucked the bag behind her heels and bowed to Fujiwara, who had walked to stand nearby. He returned the gesture and knelt in the centre of the mat.

		Curious and uncertain, Ardeth could not help her glance at Rozokov. He met her gaze expressionlessly for a moment, then one shoulder lifted in a faint shrug. When he looked away, she realized that Yamagata and his men had assembled, settling themselves on their knees before their oyabun. Yamagata sat alone, the other men in pairs behind him. Whatever the nature of this strange ritual, they knew that this formal action was required of them, though she suspected from the uncertain glances they exchanged that they did not know what else to expect.

		“Come forward, my friends, my brother and sister,” Fujiwara called to them. Kneeling seemed too awkward, so Ardeth stationed herself just behind and to the left of the last yakuza. She noticed with strange amusement that Rozokov took the position at the right. Trying to fit in, she thought, to keep the balance. There was a long moment of silence as Fujiwara carefully removed the two swords from his sash and arranged them before him, two crescent slashes of ebony on the white of his mat.

		“I know that you must wonder at this,” he said at last, looking up. “But please indulge the dramatics of an old man, who has long been fond of remaking his reality as art. I had thought originally to do this thing in private and in my own land. But even my plans sometimes do not go smoothly and I know that this is the moment that it must be done. My heart has learned, as my intellect always knew, that I am not the only one of my kind. I have faced the truth that my existence, even my love, has caused great pain, though I never meant to. I have long known that this moment must someday some. Yet despite this knowledge, I am not beyond fear . . . so I recreate my old world in ritual in the hopes that it will give me comfort.”

		Ardeth heard the sharp hiss of breath from the yakuza in front of her. Yamagata’s shoulders tensed as if he were waiting for a blow. Fujiwara switched to Japanese suddenly and, his explanations incomprehensible to her, she could only search for clues in their faces and actions. Akiko crept forward with the lacquered box and opened it slowly. Fujiwara withdrew a bundle of papers wrapped in silken ribbons and set them on his lap as he spoke to Yamagata. At last, he held them out and the man moved forward to take them. He crouched there for a moment, saying something she could not hear, then Fujiwara touched his bent head lightly. As Yamagata returned to his place, she saw his face and realized that he was crying.

		Why would he cry? she wondered. Fujiwara just handed over the keys to the kingdom, I would guess. Isn’t that what he wanted, as well as immortality? He knew Fujiwara was planning to retire . . . and he got the hard news about his inheritance last night, so surely he’s not weeping about that. Besides, she thought with an edge of bitter humour, he knows where he can get that, if he wants it.

		“Dimitri,” Fujiwara said suddenly and she looked at Rozokov. His jaw looked clenched, his shoulders sharp, as if he was struggling to keep his own emotions concealed. He knows, she thought suddenly. Whatever is going on here, he knows. She watched as he walked to the edge of the mat and knelt with surprising grace. “I would be honoured if you would keep my diary.” Fujiwara held out a slender book and Rozokov took it slowly, turning it over in his hands before he tucked it inside his coat. He rose and moved to step away but Fujiwara stopped him. “No. Please wait here. I have another favour to ask of you.”

		Rozokov froze, his head bent, then he nodded and stepped to one side. Fujiwara spoke again in Japanese. When he was done, six dark heads bent to the ground. When Akiko lifted her face again, Ardeth saw the tears brimming in her eyes.

		He’s going away, she thought, then swallowed hard. Not going away, she realized. Not just going away.

		His voice quiet and amused, echoed in her ears. “Kill himself? No one does, not anymore.” No modern Japanese did anyway. But he was not modern. He was old beyond her wildest imaginings.

		Protests sprang to her lips but she bit them back. What could she say? Don’t go because I need you? But he had no answers for her, except the answer that his own long existence comprised. Don’t go because I could love you? Not the way I love Rozokov, but like a brother, like the older brother I never had?

		His voice came again: “You will not know some things are true until you live them for yourself.” She had suffered one great loss in her life in her parents’ death. Now she realized that the price of her new existence was more than the blood. It was the endless series of losses she would suffer from this day on, more than any mortal could imagine. That the first was one of her own kind was only another of the terrible ironies that seemed to be so much a part of the vampiric state.

		There were tears in her eyes and she wiped at them savagely. When they were gone, she saw that Rozokov had knelt once again at Fujiwara’s side. The Japanese vampire lifted the longer of his two swords and set it in Rozokov’s hands. Their voices were quiet, inaudible no doubt to the yakuza who knelt beside her, but Ardeth could hear them clearly. “You know how to use a sword, I trust.”

		“I haven’t forgotten.”

		“I will use my short sword to cut once to the right and then up. When I am done, please strike off my head. The blade is a Muramasa and will strike true.” Ardeth saw his lips twist. “It has a taste for blood.”

		“Brother, please . . .”

		“It is my time. I am tired. I had no choice about how I began this life but I can choose how to end it. I am grateful that my country’s traditions provide a ritual that is just as final for vampires as for mortals. It is customary for a warrior’s second to strike off his head. It would honour me if you would assist me.”

		After a long moment, Rozokov bent his head. “The honour is mine.” He stood up and shifted to stand by Fujiwara’s right shoulder. Ardeth watched him draw the blade and grip its hilt in both hands, testing the weight. Behind him, the sun burned, half-devoured by the ridge of mountains. Its light touched the uplifted blade and turned it crimson.

		Fujiwara ceremoniously unsheathed his other sword, setting the naked blade on the mat as he loosened his sash and bared his chest and abdomen. His face was composed and serene as he lifted the sword again. Was it so easy to let go, Ardeth wondered. After a thousand years of struggle to stay alive, could he surrender it so simply? Something quivered in her nerves; a shiver of fear, a dark wave of despair and regret. Whether it was his emotion or her own she couldn’t tell, but for a moment it drowned her. She waited for something to take its place but there was nothing. No fear, no pain, not even resolution. Only a great emptiness.

		He grunted as the sword went in. Ardeth felt the pain shoot through her and clutched her stomach only to discover it had gone as quickly as it had come. He drew the blade across his abdomen, exhaled an agonized breath, then turned the sword to drag it up towards his ribs.

		The sun-touched blade flashed down towards the back of Fujiwara’s neck. Ardeth closed her eyes instinctively. When she forced them open, there was a crumpled tangle of green kimono and brown limbs lying on the ground. Akiko was wrapping something in white silk. Blood began to stain the mat.

		She looked at Rozokov, who was standing over the headless body, the sword still held in his hands. He lifted his head and his eyes met hers. There was grief in them but, behind it, a strange relief as well. I might have to do that for him some day, she thought with terrible clarity. I might have to stand second to him when he decides to take his own life.

		Her feet moved as her eyes filled with tears again. They knew her path even if her mind did not. The sword fell from Rozokov’s hands and he gathered her into his arms as if she had never left them. For a while, the old hurts were forgotten in the new one.

		When they drew apart, Yamagata was there, the abandoned swords in his hands. “They are yours. He chose you for his second. They are yours,” he explained, but Rozokov shook his head.

		“He left you his empire. They belong to you. He gave me gifts enough,” Rozokov said and Yamagata stared at him for a moment then nodded.

		“We will take care of the body.” He glanced at his gang members, who had already begun to roll up the blood-stained mat.

		“Do you think there will be any trouble?” Ardeth asked, thinking of death certificates and autopsies. Yamagata glanced at her with a grim smile.

		“Nothing that I cannot handle.” The desperation of the night before was gone, replaced by the confidence that must have allowed his rise through the yakuza ranks. He is oyabun now, she thought, and he likes it. For now, that is enough for him.

		She turned away from the cluster of black-suited figures crouched by the body. It seemed an indignity that he should leave one. It would be better if we just turned into dust, she thought, like in the movies. She looked across the lake. The sun had vanished behind the teeth of the mountains, leaving only a bloody line of light outlining them.

		“Do you want to go home?” Rozokov asked quietly and she nodded.

		“Yes.”

		
	


	

	

		Chapter 39


		Mark Frye locked the door of Domano Sports and tucked the key back into his pocket. Banff Avenue was quiet, just a few tourists heading back to their hotels after dinner, a few locals on their way to the video store or favourite bar. He caught his glance at the sky with a rueful grin. Now that he had no reason to care whether it was clear or not, most nights seemed to be cloudy.

		He was in no particular hurry to get home. Peter, his roommate, was entertaining his girlfriend and would no doubt be just as happy if Mark didn’t show his face until the next morning. He checked his watch. It was nearly ten-thirty. Too late for a movie or to pick up a magazine at the bookstore, but he had yesterday’s Globe and Mail in his pack and he might be able to make that last a while in a coffee shop. . . . 

		His mind registered the footsteps behind him just before he heard his name. He knew who it was before he turned around but disbelieved it anyway, until he saw her. She was standing a few feet behind him, smiling awkwardly. “Hi.”

		“Hi,” he managed.

		“I saw you were working late, so I waited for you to come out,” she said, answering a question he hadn’t thought to ask.

		“Oh. When did you get back?”

		“Last night. Thanks for returning my stuff.”

		“No problem.” The silence hung between them, as palpable as fog. When Mark decided he couldn’t stand it anymore, he said: “I guess you know that I met your . . .”

		“My old man?” Ardeth quoted with a smile that was part amusement, part embarrassment. “Yes. Dimitri told me.” She looked down for a moment. “I did tell you that my life was rather complicated.”

		“You did,” he acknowledged. “It wasn’t my plan to make it worse. If I did.”

		“I know. It wasn’t your fault. Look,” she seemed to take a deep breath, “can we go somewhere and talk?”

		Mark found himself looking awkwardly around the half-empty street as if there was an answer to her question there. He was still attracted to her, no denying that. That part of him wanted to say yes. But the part of him that remembered the disappointment and confusion of seeing the grey-haired man standing in her doorway urged him to turn back and walk away as fast as he could. He had enough problems in his life: was he really in the market for more?

		“I’m not planning to drag you into the middle of a lovers’ quarrel or anything like that,” she promised. He looked back at her. There were shadows under her eyes. Her hair looked like it needed to be cut . . . or at least brushed back from the black tangle the breeze had made of it. Not so hard to walk away from, he thought rationally.

		“My roommate’s got claim to my place.”

		“So has mine.”

		“Coffee shop?”

		“Is there any place more private?”

		They ended up sitting on a bench by the river. Mark was grateful he had decided to wear his polar fleece jacket under his windbreaker and had tucked his gloves into his pockets. Ardeth, as usual, seemed to be oblivious to the cold.

		“I want to tell you what happened to me, why I had to go away. You’ll have to forgive me if not all of it makes sense; there are things I can’t tell you. But I think we could be friends.” He saw her glance flicker away from her contemplation of the water to touch his face. “I’d like us to be friends. And if . . . if we ever get to be more than that, you deserve to know at least some of the truth about me.”

		He nodded and kept his mouth closed over his questions about how exactly she thought they could be more than friends without causing even more complications than she had already said existed.

		“Also,” she shrugged awkwardly, “I need to tell somebody. I guess I need to think out loud about it.”

		“Think away.” She gave him a brief smile and returned her attention to the river. After a moment of silence, he asked: “Are you all right?”

		“Yes. But suddenly I don’t have any idea how to start,” she answered with an apologetic laugh.

		“That’s OK. I’m good at asking questions, remember. Where did you go?”

		“Back to Toronto.”

		“Why?”

		“I wanted to go home. Of course, I got there and discovered I don’t have one anymore. My sister is living in my condominium. My old lives are gone. I tried to go back to both of them but it didn’t work. To live them, I’d have to tell myself lies I can’t make myself believe anymore.”

		“Why did you go?”

		“Dimitri and I had a fight.”

		“About me?”

		“About us. About who we are and what we expected of each other. About what we have to do to survive.” He waited for her to go on and, when she didn’t, forced himself not to ask all the dangerous questions every word she said seemed to spark. He settled for a safe one.

		“Why did you come back?”

		“There was someone here I thought could help. I thought he might know all the answers that we couldn’t see.” Her lips curved in a sad, self-mocking smile. “He had answers—but they weren’t the ones I wanted to hear. No secret formula, no ancient Oriental wisdom, no promises. Just the old hard truths: there are no easy answers; everyone has to figure out their own path; in the end, everything dies. Still, I got a few things out of my system. Not very noble things, I admit. I got my revenge on Dimitri.” Her voice dropped away on the words but the bitter self-contempt was as clear as if she had shouted it out.

		“What did he do to you?” Mark asked carefully.

		“That’s the sad thing about it. He didn’t do anything to me. I did it to him for doing in a sensible fashion what I almost did in a stupid one on the top of Tunnel Mountain that night. I blamed him because this life turned out to be nothing like the mythology said it would be.” She crossed her arms across her chest, huddling in on herself as if she suddenly felt cold. “You know how you said that night in the mountains you can see the bones of the world, the bones of life?” He nodded, even though she hadn’t really been asking. “I can see the bones of my life. They’re so simple. We need this or we die. We must do that to be safe. The price of our lives is the loss of what we love, one way or another. I have no problem with the bones. The thing I seem to have trouble with is everything that goes between the bones, with all the things that make up the moments of existence.” She fell silent again. Mark saw the gleam of something on her cheek before she touched it away. “I don’t suppose that made any sense to you.”

		“Not all of it. But some of it did.”

		“It’s hard to believe but eight months ago I was so certain of everything. I knew where everything in my life went. Anything that didn’t fit, I just pushed back down into the darkness in my mind as hard as I could. Then the world blew apart and when I put it back together it had all changed forever.”

		“Maybe that’s a good thing,” Mark suggested tentatively. Her glace at him was quick but not angry. “Being too certain of things is usually bad for you.”

		“That’s just what my sister used to say . . . still says.” He watched as she leaned forward, seemingly entranced by something in the river. “I wonder if he was certain. Maybe that emptiness I felt was certainty. Or maybe it was something beyond that, beyond everything.”

		“He?” The slippery sense of the conversation was eluding him again.

		“The man I came back to see. He . . .” she paused for a moment, as if debating whether to finish her sentence. “He killed himself tonight.” Mark swallowed. What was there to say to that? What did she expect? Platitudes of regret? Noises of sympathy? She looked at him over her shoulder and he saw the faint flash of her smile. “Don’t worry, you don’t have to say anything. He was very old and very tired. He decided to die in a way that would bring him comfort and he did. I think I’m mourning more for what I could have learned from him than I am for him. Dimitri . . .” she stopped suddenly and turned her face away. “Dimitri is mourning him,” she said softly at last.

		“You’re right,” Mark said after a moment. “Your life is very complicated.” Ardeth kept her gaze on the river but he felt the tension that stiffened her back.

		“Do you want out of it?” she asked quietly. Mark looked at her profile. He thought about the night they had climbed Tunnel Mountain, remembering her laugh of pure pleasure as she found her rhythm, the heat of her mouth as she kissed him. He thought about the convoluted, sorrowful story she had just told. He saw Dimitri Rozokov’s tall shape outlined against the apartment doorway.

		She was bad news, that was certain. He could see her strange, complicated life dragging him off the safe paths he walked, away from a life that was ordered in its own unconventional fashion. He could see the possibility of trouble and heartache, as unmistakable as clouds promising snow on the high peak.

		But what the hell, it was never healthy to be too certain of anything. Risks were good for the blood circulation. He put his hand on her back and stroked the line of her spine in a simple gesture of comfort. “No. Not as long as you agree to hear my philosophy on life.”

		Her head was bent but he heard the smile in her voice.

		“All right.”

		“Always check the ropes.”

		Under his hand, her body shuddered for a moment; then she sat up and looked at him. “OK.” The word sounded like a promise and a prophecy. When she leaned back into the curve of his arm and put her head on his shoulder, he decided to believe it was both.

		
	


	

	

		Chapter 40


		Akiko was waiting for him in the doorway of the lodge, baggage piled around her feet. Rozokov let the driver open the back door of the limousine for him then stepped out to stand on the gravel driveway. Behind him, the engine purred back to life and he glanced over his shoulder to see the car begin its journey back down the narrow road.

		“Don’t worry, Rozokov-san. He will return shortly. He is going to pick up Ardeth.”

		“She’s not at the apartment,” Rozokov felt compelled to point out. When the driver had arrived for him at dusk, waking him from his heavy sleep and politely insisting that Ms. Kodama needed to speak to him, Ardeth had already gone out.

		“It has been arranged,” Akiko assured him and Rozokov could not help but wonder how. Though in truth, there was no reason he should know about it, he acknowledged. By mutual consent, he and Ardeth had not spoken much during the hours since Fujiwara’s death. He knew she had gone out to look for Mark Frye. He assumed she had found him. But it did not matter. When the dawn came they had gone to the shelter of the darkened bedroom and, still without words, gone to sleep in each other’s arms.

		“Are you leaving?” he asked, returning his attention to the woman standing in front of him. She nodded. “What will you do now?”

		“Go home.”

		“What about Yamagata? Will you work for him?”

		“No. I worked for Fujiwara-san, not Makato-gumi. I think that I will take some time and decide what I wish to do.” She smiled slightly. “Fujiwara-san was very generous.”

		“And you did not want as much as Yamagata did.” It was half-statement, half-question but she understood.

		“No. But, as I told Ardeth, I am young. I might feel differently when I’m old. If I did . . .” Her gaze lowered and then lifted. Rozokov looked into her eyes, feeling vaguely shocked. The woman he had met two nights earlier had seemed like a quiet functionary, quite incapable of flirtatious humour. He smiled, understanding for the first time why Fujiwara had loved her.

		“If you do, I would be honoured if you would consult me. I don’t promise anything, of course.”

		“Of course not,” she agreed and then, businesslike again, withdrew an envelope from her purse. “This is for you.” Rozokov turned it over in his hands for a moment, curious at its thickness, then looked at her. “Open it now if you wish. They are papers signing over one of Fujiwara-san’s Swiss bank accounts to you. I believe everything is in order but, if there are any problems, please do not hesitate to contact me. I will do my best to assist you.”

		“This isn’t necessary,” Rozokov said automatically before his mind registered the folly of protesting.

		“Please don’t be concerned. It is what he wanted.” Rozokov sighed and put the envelope into the inner pocket of his coat where it rested against the diary.

		“I think I will walk up to the lake,” he said and she looked for a moment at the trailhead, dark and shadowy, then nodded.

		“I have some business with Ardeth, then I must leave for Calgary. I will have a driver remain to take you home. If we do not meet again, I wish you well, Rozokov-san.”

		“And I, you.” He returned her bow and then walked towards the trail.

		When he emerged from the dark embrace of the trees out onto the bank, the moon had risen and was resting against the curve of the far mountains. A scatter of stars, those strong enough to pierce the thin veil of high clouds, drifted over his head.”

		Rozokov walked to the edge of the bank and sat down. He could hear the slap of water on the rock below him. Somewhere in the forest, a nightbird cried.

		How strange it is, he thought. He gave me so many gifts: the diary, that long talk by the fireside, his trust in my sword arm and, least important, a portion of his wealth. Any of those would have been more than I deserved. Yet his greatest gift to me is the one thing that should have caused me the most grief. I do grieve for his death. I mourn that I shall never know him better than I do at this moment. I sorrow at the passing of something so old and fine from the world.

		But it was Fujiwara’s death, perhaps even more than the other vampire’s life, that seemed to have swept away the fog in which he seemed to have wandered these last months. As he stood over the kneeling figure and lifted the beautiful, deadly sword, something had burst and flared inside him, like a star going supernova.

		I can do this, he had thought with piercing clarity. 

		When the time comes, I can do this too.

		There was no sin in what Fujiwara had done. Child of another world, product of a different culture, he bore none of the burdens of the faith of Rozokov’s childhood. There was no question of sin or evil, no agonizing over damnation or salvation. There was not even despair or defeat in it. There was only the will and the knife and the ultimate moment of self-assertion. There was only honour.

		He was not required to endure an immortality for which he had never asked. He did not have to allow the black hole of his need to warp him beyond recognition. Any moment that he chose, he could follow Fujiwara into whatever might exist—or not—beyond the final cut of the knife.

		And now that he knew this, he had not the least desire to die. The night air was full of the scent of pines. The stars, hidden behind their curtain of clouds, had secrets he had not even begun to understand. Even his love for Ardeth, complex and untidy and painful as it was, was sweeter than he had imagined possible.

		He stood up, brushing dead grass from his coat. Yamagata had taken the body away. He did not know how the yakuza would explain the death or what kind of funeral they would hold. Whatever it might be, he would have no part to play in it. So he had decided on a ritual of his own to give what solace such rites could offer.

		Rozokov reached inside his coat and withdrew a small piece of paper. He had cut it from the back of Fujiwara’s diary and carefully copied the words onto it. He had no doubt that they had looked very different when Fujiwara had originally written them in the fifteenth century, soon after his encounter with the playwright Hidekane. He knew the words by heart but still paused to read them again.


		
Autumn chrysanthemums bloom

		Twice lovely for their sweetness

		And the shadows that lie below them

		Waiting for the fall.

		
		He refolded the paper into precise quarters and looked around. A short distance from where he stood was a tree. He supposed it must have once been a pine. Some time in the past, lightning must have found it, for now it was nothing but a thin, black staff thrusting from the earth.

		Walking to the tree, he ran one hand slightly up the burned wood. Just above the level of his eyes, the trunk had split open with the force of the lightning. A narrow crack began there and widened until the trunk was two sharp spikes.

		“Goodbye, Sadamori,” he whispered, as he slid the paper into the dark heart of the tree. “I am grateful for your life. I was saved by your death. Rest in peace, wherever you may be.”

		Then he turned around and saw Ardeth standing at the top of the trail.

		He walked forward, so did she, and they met somewhere in the centre of the moonlit bank. “I came to say goodbye to him too,” she said, after an uneasy silence.

		“Has Akiko left?”

		“Yes.” Her mouth twisted a little in wry amusement. “He left me some money.”

		“To me as well.” He had suspected Fujiwara might do that. It was an acknowledgement of their separateness that seemed to have pleased Ardeth. He felt a stab of pain but it surprised him by fading almost at once. “What will you do with it?”

		“I don’t know yet. Mark asked me to go climbing in California.”

		“Will you go?”

		“Maybe. I’d like to do more climbing. But there’s a lot of sun in California,” she said with a small smile. “And I’ll have to decide whether Ardeth Alexander is officially dead or alive. What about you?”

		“I haven’t thought about it yet. Will you stay in Banff for a while?” She met his gaze with serious eyes.

		“Do you want me to?”

		“Yes.” She turned away for a moment, staring across the lake at the dark outlines the mountains.

		“I can’t stay for long. You know that.”

		“Yes.”

		“There are a lot of things we’ve never quite resolved between us. I don’t think we can do it just yet. Fujiwara was right—I’m too young.”

		“You are,” Rozokov acknowledged. “I knew that our paths must part so that someday they can come together again. But I would delay the parting for a while.”

		She was quiet for a long moment. He watched her profile and suddenly longed with terrifying intensity to touch her, to smooth the hair the breeze ruffled around her head, to feel the cool curve of her cheek. At last, she turned to look at him. “So would I,” she said softly. “I don’t want to leave you again. Not yet.” She reached out and laid her hand against his chest, her fingers moving to grip the lapels of his coat.

		On the mountain, in the moonlight, they kissed in welcome and farewell.
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