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The Story So Far 


It has now been more than sixty years since Ariane became a vampire. With her position secure as a member of the Midnight Accords and her fief prosperous, she should be safe and preparing for the future. Unfortunately, her powers are going haywire. Intense bursts of essence are leaving her exhausted. It is time to fulfill her promise to her blood sister Jimena by joining the knights, the only organization that could teach her the discipline she needs to overcome this hurdle. As the guardians of order for vampire-kind, the knights are as powerful as they are dangerous. Their ranks count famed blade masters but also some old enemies. Ariane will have to tread carefully because not even they are immune to politics.


140: First Class Warfare 


I let the wafts of freshly brewed coffee caress my nostrils with its deep, bitter aroma. The ritual usually settles and distracts me, but not tonight. There is a knock on my door.

“Come in,”

Jimena steps into my temporary quarters in one of our secure New York compounds. With the White Cabal so close, this one has been designed for discretion more than for safety. It still has all the comforts one might expect in a modern city. My bedroom is vast enough to host a small tea party.

“Ariane, sister. I am so excited.”

She then takes in my frown and shows some distress, bless her. 

“Is something the matter? Are you reconsidering?”

“No! No… I am simply quite upset by a recent development. I was attending a recent English play called ‘Our American Cousin’ at the Ford Theater in Washington and I had to stop a drunk man with a gun from ruining the show. And the play was not even that good! Crass humor. But honestly. Bandits? Understandable, for what country does not have their scoundrels. Civil war? It happens to the best of them. But a play interrupted by some political action? No! No! Three times no! Thank the Watcher that I am leaving, because this entire country is going to the dogs. I wash my hands of it.”

I roll my eyes as far as they can go to illustrate my points. Jimena, that heartless traitor, takes it in stride with a light smile of her own.

“Finally, I can welcome you into the ranks of the old guard.”

“Whatever do you mean?”

“Only we Masters grumble and vociferate about the current developments. It pleases me that you would join our esteemed ranks, wizened and grey of heart, if not of skin.”

“Are you calling me old?”

“Well, you are almost eighty if we count your human years.”

I… had forgotten it.

“Ah yes, memory is one of the first things to go,” Jimena remarks to herself.

“Oi!”

“Do not be alarmed, it happens to all of us. The losers retreat to parochial villages out of fear for novelty. The successful ones, like the both of us my dear sister, merely sneer judgmentally at every passing new fad while adopting novelties we approve of. Like women wearing trousers.”

“Oh! Scandalous!”

“...”

“Maybe one day.”

“We can but hope. In any case, are you ready to leave? The ship is waiting.”

“Yes, yes, all my affairs are in order. There is just a small matter that I have to attend to before I leave. I shall direct your helpers to my baggage train while I deal with it. I was just waiting for you to begin.”

“What is it? Nothing too bad I hope?”

An unusual worry seizes my heart.

“I hope not. Sheridan asked to talk.”

☐☐☐

It is not every night that I am caught off-guard. The setting Sheridan chose is a nice cafe in the better part of the city. We are alone in the room he picked, and the sound of late diners provides a surprisingly mundane background to our conversation. One that I was not prepared for. In that defining moment, all the small details I had relegated to the back of my mind come in sharp contrast. The crows’ feet around his keen eyes. The grey in his proud moustache. Even the first wrinkles in his always tanned skin. He is still a dominating presence, but it is the presence of the experienced mentor, the battle-hardened veteran who compensates his failing body with wisdom and experience.

“I am not coming with you.”

I can see the pain in his eye, the guilt. The distress. His decision is already made and I feel a knot untying in my essence. I suffered terribly when Dalton died, but now Sheridan leaves me and his departure is soft and consensual. The cold in my mind spreads slowly like winter air from an open window. I do not resent him. I physically cannot resent him, and yet I am angry.

“It’s not that you have done something wrong. On the contrary, you have proven that your word was true. We have done good together for the past two decades, but that’s the thing. It has been two decades. I am… tired.”

It seems to be an important moment for him, and so I let him speak. My anger dissipated as quickly as it came. Even a Nirari’s natural grudge cannot stand before a vulnerable Vassal. My nature will not allow it. 

“I am not as young as I used to be. The nights we spend awake take me longer and longer to recover from, despite your efforts. Spending an hour in a cold ditch to line up the perfect shot used to mean nothing. Now, my back hurts and my knees creak like a rusty carriage. I must stop now. And there is something else.”

I wave a hand to indicate that he should continue.

“Melitone is pregnant.”

I almost spit my coffee.

“You knocked up the Speaker’s twin?!”

“Hold your horses, she’s not ‘the Speaker’s twin’, she’s Melitone. A fully fledged agent of the Accords. We have been together for over a decade now. In any case, we… have been… together for a while. We were careless. I asked her to marry me. She said yes.”

“Wow. Congratulations!”

“I asked her two days ago. You are the first person to know. She thought it wiser to inform her brother after you had departed.”

I imagine the face of Constantine as he learns of everything and immediately feel better.

“Yes. I understand,” I finally admit. And I do. The truth is that Sheridan was never going to become my Servant. We make a good team, but we do not have the dynamic and mindset I would expect from someone I would keep by my side until the end. He is a conscience and a right hand, one who bridges the gap between mortals and us. I need someone different, more an accomplice than a lawman. 

“You understand? I expected you to be mad,” Sheridan admits, his cheeks flushed with embarrassment.

“I would lie if I said that your decision does not affect me, but I do understand where it comes from. My perspective of time made me forget that things remain different for mortals who are always on a limited time frame. Ah, look at me babble. We had a good run, you and me.”

“That we did.”

“So, what now? Will you stay in Boston?”

“Yes. Mel says that Constantine will be insufferable unless she is well-protected, and the fortress is almost impregnable. I’ll say, it sets my mind at ease knowing that there are walls and horrors between the world and her when she will be at her most vulnerable. Do you know that a pregnant woman was lynched in the streets in Georgia? Because the mob thought she had turned a child into a goat? The world is mad, I tell you. Mad!” He exclaims, aghast.

I smile and let him rant. A Vassal is lost to me, but he remains a person I hold in my esteem and I should keep ties alive with mortals.

☐☐☐

The cold settles in my mind as the “Cormoran” cuts the waves across the Atlantic. I distract myself from the passage of time by drawing and painting for hours every night. This year, the Parisian scene came to laugh at the “Salon des refusés”, a collection of the works refused by the French Academy of Arts. The Academy prefers realistic, precise brushwork and classical scenes. They called the thick strokes and flamboyant colors of the rebels ‘unfinished’ and ‘impressionist’, their modern settings vulgar. Uninspired. However, the audacious paintings attracted the attention of Mask and mine as well. Rather than presenting a clear and classical image to evoke emotions, the newcomers use composition and colors to grab the viewer directly by the soul. They provide the perfect answer to the spread of photography by focusing on sensuality and sensation as expressed by the painter. 

I ordered two paintings I had shipped to me at great cost, even though the artists themselves are relatively unknown. The purpose was to study their style and brush stroke with a real work, not some rendition. Manet and Cezanne. I do not recognize those names, but I will hold onto the paintings just in case.

Slowly, I experiment with new techniques over a few sketches and finally decide on my first renegade painting: the view of the distant north as I emerged from Semiramis’ labyrinth all those years ago. In a few days, the painting takes shape.

I do not show the entrance of the cavern, which was at my back. Instead, I draw the polished glass of the permafrost and the fresh snow swept by endless winds. I make the mountains impossibly remote, and larger than they truly were. Above, I draw auroras animating the heavens with curtains of shimmering emerald. They provide the only light color in a landscape of dreary darkness. Even then, they are ephemeral and trickery, robbing the attention without pointing a way.

Jimena had tried to distract me from my works by presenting the captain and mates, but they do not interest me and her efforts grow more subdued when she sees the fruit of my labor. The first result pleases me intensely, and I soon find another composition.

When we visited the Fist of the Drowned God with the latest Bingle iteration, I spent a few hours crawling my way through deep passages. Once, we came across a single ray of early afternoon light piercing by luck through the layers of the earth. They would be soon blocked but for a moment the deep caverns knew the touch of the sun. I try to evoke that feeling and make the sun searing and alien. I also conceal on one side the dark shape of the deep folk’s shaman who led me through it. The light reflects on the two nacreous dots of her eyes, when one looks carefully.

“By the Eye, Ariane. You outdid yourself. Although, your choice of composition is a cause for concern.”

“How so?”

“It… is nothing. Probably a temporary side-effect.”

I shrug and let the days pass by. We feed only a few times, and spread them between willing crew who know what to expect and will be compensated for their sacrifice. Their essence is pleasant enough, though I admit that without our regular spars, I would have been restless.

As expected, her style is still direct and to the point. While Nami is graceful and unpredictable, Jimena shows her drive and directness by employing very few feints, instead overwhelming her foe through chains of precise strikes. I delight in ruining her rhythm through aggressive and sometimes illogical movements, and she is quick to show me that she can adapt. What shocks me the most, perhaps, is how evenly matched we are. In fact, I believe that I could overtake her if I relied more on my raw speed and intuition. I refrain from doing so since it would simply defeat the purpose of the exercise, but it shows how much I progressed over the past few decades. I remember a time when she could effortlessly stab me in the heart. Now, I could beat her four times out of five if I used everything including magic.

Between painting, gossiping, and practice, Jimena also finds the time to tell me what to expect from the training to come.

“As soon as we arrive at the fortress, you will be tested. The knights do not expect all of their recruits to be zealots in the service of justice like myself, but they do want to make sure that you are committed to your engagement.”

“I imagine that they would take their precautions.”

“Yes. There will be a few oaths and promises to swear. Before you protest, they are quite reasonable. After all, half of those who join our ranks are vampires who decided to, ah, remove themselves from their worldly troubles.”

“You mean disgraced people.”

“Need I remind you that I am supposed to be the brutally honest one?”

“Forgive me, oh shrewd one.”

“I shall consider it. In any case, there are many crises to handle and few volunteers, even fewer who wish to commit for all of eternity. The oaths protect the organization as much as it protects its members. Once the compulsory service time is over, you will only be bound by simple vows of secrecy. The test I mentioned also covers battles, dueling, infiltration, politics, culture, tactics, and language.”

“Really?”

“Yes. If you are accepted, and you will be dueling alone, you will join a group of squires in a designated role. The training will be extensive. Knights pride themselves in their ability to take down dangerous opponents through superior teamwork.”

“I am not convinced…” I remark.

“You are probably referring to Anatole’s embarrassing display when he faced Lord Suarez,” Jimena continues without missing a beat, “I would not let that give you a wrong impression. Coordination can only carry you so far against a warlord of the Cadiz. You should not expect a band of puppies to take down an old lion.”

“I will trust your judgement.”

“Good. After you and your squad perform to the satisfaction of your trainers, you will be sent on a few missions. The first tasks will be relatively simple according to knight standards. Such as preventing a war.”

My surprise must be obvious, because Jimena reacts immediately.

“Yes, you must forget about the American squad’s role so far, and realize that the Accords are more effective than you give Constantine credit for. The old world is saturated with cabals and interest groups. Conflicts flare and die off with the phases of the moon, sometimes in terribly bloody fashions. You will have your hands full. In any case, let me address the training part once again as it is why you have joined after all. All members of a squad receive personal guidance on top of their team-based practice from the best trainers around: the founders of the Knight Order.”

“The founders? They still handle the day-to-day affairs?”

Jimena’s gaze burns with the fire of the true believer.

“Yes, when they are not in deep slumber. They sometimes take on apprentices for more private lessons. Your profile is unusual enough to attract some attention. I am confident that they can guide you on the path to ladyship, not just with your current problem, but also to allow your fighting style to reach the highest spheres. I am not merely boasting, the Knights elites are among the best fighters in the world, or we would have been irrelevant from the start. You will be in good hands.”

“I hope that you are right.”

☐☐☐

The trip passes quickly between all those distractions. The Cormoran is faster than the previous ship I traveled on, and I cannot help but wonder if, one day, we will be able to cross the Atlantic in mere days! That would be incredible. It would also make visiting my dear Torran so much easier… 

Ah well, one may dream.

By the end of August, we moor in the port of Brest where a night train will take us to Paris and more private travelling arrangements.

☐☐☐

“Vous voyagez seules?” a man with spectacles asks us as we sit down. I was taking out my notebook to review a few variations on my pain spell and his interruption is not welcome. 

“We do not travel alone,” I reply curtly, “since we have each other.”

Jimena and I wear travel garbs, unique creations from our favorite Boston modiste that follow the ‘Artistic dress’ trend. While many women here favor Victorian style, I simply would not be caught dead in all those hoops, petticoats and bustles. I have only so many hours in a single night. I will not sacrifice two of them to be swaddled in so many strings like a freshly caught boar. Artistic dresses are easy to move in, with a medieval influence that remains proper without doubling as a tablecloth. My recent obscene wealth still permits me to get the very best fabric, the most vibrant dyes and the hands of a master. Jimena’s dress is light brown with a light forester effect given by the discreet use of leather, while mine is dark blue and flowing.

“And your husbands or fathers approve of this?” the man asks with a mighty frown of disapproval.

Ah, yes, I forgot about that. I spent the last few months exclusively interacting with people who knew who, or what I was. In the rare other occurrences when I had to leave a good first impression, I had either Sheridan or John act as an intermediary. Now, however, I am merely a lone woman traveling alone. Most mortals will take exception to that. I have little care for social censure when it comes to random strangers, like this irritating gentleman, but I must remember that I will be dismissed most of the time.

In a way, I am pleased. This little escapade will ground me after all that alliance business went to my head. I shall enjoy it as a refreshing entertainment. Now, to ruin this idiot’s night.

“I suppose that you will have to ask them.”

“I am not sure that I like your tone, miss.”

“How dreadful,” I reply in my most bored voice, “your disapproval is duly noted.”

And ignored. The interloper has been castigated. Justice has been rendered, and I return to my art as he grumbles.

“Drawing is such a frivolous activity!” he finally exclaims.

“Jimena dear, this man is talking to himself. We share our carriage with a lunatic,” I remark, still in French.

“I knew it as soon as I laid my eyes on him, dear friend. What are we to do?” Jimena deadpans as she inspects a nail. 

That is too much chastening for the nosy prick. He yelps in outrage and leaves the first class carriage, grumbling under his breath.

“Should we eat him?” Jimena asks.

“And have his vapid tediousness sully my palate? Please.”

“Fair enough. Say, do you want to spend a night in Paris? We have time.”

I wince at the memory of my previous stay, but I also realize that Jimena is trying to cheer me up and that I should indulge her. After we arrive at the Gare Du Nord, she drags me through the streets of Montmartre where we feed on a couple of drunk artists, leaving them even dizzier than before. We are quickly intercepted by a group of vampire fighters, and I recognize them as a squad I defeated before being captured. There is a thin mustachioed man with the air of Musketeer, a stoic academic complete with fake glasses, and a plump lad with a frizzy dark beard and the demeanor of a bear. They all wear impeccable black suits.

“You are....”

“Baltasar, my lady. It is a pleasure to see you again in better circumstances,” the plump one exclaims.

“And I am Cedric, Madam. Likewise, I thank you for sparing my life. Although you certainly gave me a splitting headache.”

“It is quite common when one’s head is cleft in two, my friend. Milady, I am Ingalles. We never got the chance to be acquainted since you dropped on me and stabbed me through the heart.”

Jimena slaps my shoulder.

“Sister, you had not told me that you had left such a good impression!”

“I may have kept the exact details secret for the sake of the gentlemen,” I politely reply.

“You do not kill and tell. I like that in a woman,” Ingalles says, as Baltasar nods with approval. 

“We came here to act as escort in these troubled times, but since it is you and I personally owe you a favor, name a place in Paris and I shall open its door to you.”

“Really?” I ask with some disbelief.

“Anything but the Cathedrale Notre-Dame, obviously,” Cedric adds.

“Yes,” Ingalles continues, “we have some sort of quarrel with the owner.”

“A sordid question of religion.”

“We are personae non grata.”

“Is it not gratae?”

“I would not know,” Ingalles finishes, “I never graduated from Latin class.”

“If your offer is sincere,” I interrupt, “then I would like to see an art gallery, specifically from the group that was refused by the Academy.”

“Oh, excellent. I know their art dealer! We will go see one of his exhibitions at once. The old dog owes me one and I know where he hides his keys.”

The ensuing visit amuses me a lot. Unfortunately, the trio knows little about painting, preferring music themselves, so they are unable to answer my questions. I still enjoy the experience tremendously and when we are done, they politely escort us to the more exclusive train that will take us east.

“They wanted to bed us,” Jimena notes in passing.

“I know.”

We settle down for the day in the same bedroom, near the last carriage, and spend some time getting to know our train driver. He is the same dour Roland Master I met years ago, still carrying his duty with stoic countenance. My surprise is therefore great when the man thaws in the presence of Jimena.

“Knight Jimena of the Cadiz! It is my privilege to welcome you aboard once more. How is America treating you?”

“Well enough, dear Crispin. We have had our hands full recently.”

The man winces.

“Yes. Here too. The general public is coming to terms with the existence of magic. We are seeing a massive population influx towards the capital as persecution bleeds the more traditional regions of its more creative people. There have been talks of mass extermination, though our kind has worked tirelessly from the shadows to neutralize the more charismatic leaders. Every nation has turned on itself! Even Hastings herself has returned from her escapade. Rumor has it that she had a falling out with her husband…”

“She must be doing rather poorly.”

“Yes, and so are her foes. There are more bodies than ships floating in the Thames right now...”

We spend the remainder of the night gossiping with Crispin and catching up with the latest European news. I followed the situation from afar thanks to Rosenthal dispatches, but I was not so interested until now. Apparently, the nations are in turmoil with the rising urban workers opposing the more traditional, religious side of the population. Countries struggle to define an identity, some looking to the past and others to the future. We only retire with the coming of dawn in our plush quarters.

We wake up in the early afternoon and get dressed, making our way to the exclusive lounge where we find ourselves alone, no other vampire traveling at the moment. I have barely started to serve myself some tea when a massive explosion rocks the entire train.

By the Watcher.

Furniture crashes to the ground and the light flips as my sister and I cling to the floor with our claws. With an agonizing sound of twisted metal, the heavy car leans to the side and collapses. I hear a ghastly groan as we slowly slide to a stop. Only then do I remove my talons from the ravaged wood next to me.

“That is unusual. And unexpected,” Jimena notices calmly.

“If my painting supplies have been damaged there will be hell to pay,” I say, “we can try and see if we can get the train conductor’s body with us for safety’s sake.”

“Unlikely. Crispin rests securely in the front compartment. If any of the armor is breached on the way, the sun will pierce through it.”

The light would kill us in an instant.

With no alternative, we stay put and listen, with some surprise, to the sound of firearms outside. The protocol in case of attack is clear. Whoever survives the initial assault is to hide and hold, and wait for the night. There are people fighting outside and they are not ours.

The crack of gunpowder sounds for quite some time, and I even feel the aura of magic through our protective enchantments. The battle rages for a few minutes, then calms down.

“What is happening?”

“I do not know…”

Eventually, we hear movement inside of the train and someone knocks on the door. We recognize Crispin’s aura and let him in. I see the beginning of anger in his sad brown eyes. He has our gear with him.

“I apologize for the inconvenience, I am afraid that we were bested by unknown assailants.”

“How are your people?” Jimena asks.

Fury flares in our guest, and I see his fangs for the first time.

“We have lost some. All of the others are wounded. Poor old Emilia… will not see the next dawn.”

He stops for a while to readjust his crooked tie.

“I must admit that I am most curious about who would interrupt us so. I would like to go out and ask them. In person.”

“And we would be delighted to join you,” I say. I can understand vengeance quite well.

“Excellent. I took the liberty of removing your equipment from storage. I hope that you will accompany me as I may be a bit out of practice.”

We take our armors and I watch, bemused, as the man removes an old chainmail and a dark iron spiked mace from a bag. 

“Were you a warrior?” I ask.

“Yes and no. I was a bishop. In my time, bishops went to war with their congregation.”

I had no idea. This is rather interesting. Without waiting, Jimena starts unbuttoning her dress, forcing Crispin to gulp.

“And in my time we did not swear vows of chastity either. I will leave you to it.”

We get changed quickly and I check all my weapons, especially the Big Iron which saw little use against the Hive, but remains an effective weapon against mortals. We reconvene in our room and huddle until nightfall. As soon as the sun sets, we exit from a secret trapdoor under the wheels. I open it first and inspect my surroundings.

We are in a deep pine forest, and the smell of sap, blood, and gunpowder assail my senses. The train rests on its right side along a flat band of grass now little more than furrowed mud. A body in a familiar leather trench coat lies prostrate a few feet away from me. To the right, on top of a small mound, a barricade has been set, and I see the metal glints of bayonets. 

The three of us exit with no specific efforts made to hide our presence. We are immediately hailed by the fortified folks. To my immense surprise, the voice is distinctly female.

“Hey, hey comrades! Over here!” she says in French.

I shrug and let Crispin decide what to do. He sighs heavily and walks up to the defenses, where we meet the most bizarre and heteroclite assortment of fighters I have seen in a long while. There are men and a few women in factory worker garbs huddling around. They are led by a young couple who look like they are twenty if they are a day. A small red flag flaps in the light wind. The man squints but the woman’s eyes shimmer in the darkness, and I see a simple focus hanging from her rustic dress.

“Thankfully, you are alright. We came to save you just in time, comrades! Any enemy of the bourgeoisie is our enemy as well! Together, we will defeat the capital and its odious servants, and return the means of production to the people!”

We what now?


141: First Impressions are Key 


I sit on a stump and let my borrowed cloak fall around me. The folds mask my armor so as to not alarm the mortals too much. Below, about thirty men mill around under the supervision of a tall lad with dirty blond hair and his female counterpart. There are also a few other women in worker dresses, mostly in support roles. I count one nurse, two cooks and a pair of mages with primitive foci. They look so very young. The oldest lad must be in his mid-twenties and he is the most nervous of them all.

Jimena and Crispin, the train conductor, discuss with the Marxist leaders around a map. I have elected not to join them. I will help Jimena without reserve and she knows it, but I care little about the fate of the train and its occupants. They are not my people.

This entire farce is a diversion. We should just summon our Nightmares and ride to the next stop instead of wasting our time playing discount rebels, but Jimena will not leave Crispin alone and so I stay as well. 

They must have reached some sort of agreement, because the camp soon comes alive with feverish preparations. A few revolutionaries rush to the train to help some wounded while the others pack their belongings. The female leader squints towards me, then walks up the slope in almost total darkness.

I watch her progress with some measure of amusement. The brave little rebel stumbles up the dark path in a metaphor of her struggle. I watch in disbelief as she struts more confidently as she reaches a plateau. As expected, she slips on an exposed root with a yelp, then yelps again when I brace her before she can fall on me.

“Ah, errr, hmm, sorry. Ariane?”

“Yes. What do you want?”

Her eyes search the gloom. She is truly untrained. A more experienced mage would detect me from aura alone. If I let them.

“Nu Sarrehin.”

The Likaean incantation calls forth a purple dancing light, a selfish and tricksy radiance that illuminates only us. Those below cannot see.

“Oh, thank you. Ah. Nice to meet you, my name is Louise Lafranchie. Your friend, the Spaniard, she said that you can do magic? Well obviously you can. What I meant was, can you teach me?”

Oh?

I feel a veil lifting from my heart and for the first time I see her, not as one of many but as an individual with drives and desires that could align with mine. The young woman has auburn hair, dark eyes and a rather plain face, but she has an animation about her that manages to compel the attention of the others. She offers an interesting contrast to the male leader, who is all much more detail-oriented from the little I have seen. 

“Supplicant.”

“Uh?”

“What you ask, I cannot provide. Learning magic is the work of a lifetime. I must attend to my own affairs, and I am not looking for an apprentice at the moment.”

“Apprentice? No, I meant… a few tricks. Just a direction. We have been trying to learn but all we have to work with are old diaries and hearsay.”

“Who are ‘we’?”

“My coven! There are just four of us now, but we will grow and make a difference in the world soon enough. We will be like the witches of the middle-age, defiant in the face of oppression!”

“Perhaps you should not base your movement on people who were hunted down and burnt at the stake.”

She puffs her cheeks comically.

“Their spirit lives on!”

I refrain from commenting as we have entered the domain of the metaphysical and I am already quite bored.

“So, you seek a… primer? Something to get you started?”

“Yes! A primer would be great. We need a source of elementary knowledge.”

I could easily copy fifty pages of observations and basic runes from my notes to set them on the right path. It would certainly occupy neophytes for a few months and lay a solid foundation for them to pursue the Western Standard tradition of magic.

“What do you offer in exchange?” I ask.

Her expression falls a bit, and I push down the anger threatening to overcome me. I clench my hands — once — before remembering that she does not know better. PRESUMPTUOUS. I can hardly blame the INSOLENT one when I have not shared my own nature.

“I know I ask much, but think about it. Our enemies are many and they have all the resources they plundered from the hands of the workers, and still plunder to this day. We are fighting centuries of tradition and indoctrination of the masses. Our only hope if we want to prevail would be to pull our resources together, help each other throw off our shackles. Otherwise, we will just be one more group squabbling for scraps.”

“An interesting proposal. However, you imply that we are in this together. We are not. Every revolution needs to work with various elements in order to succeed. If you wish for my assistance, you will have to provide suitable compensation.”

“Jimena said that you came from a very old line of mages. Are you… nobility? I thought Americans had no counts or kings.”

“Not all dynasties carry a title.”

Though mine does, but Devourer is not a term I care to share with strangers.

“So you really are an aristo. I suppose that poor folks don’t have these kinds of travel arrangements.”

The poor lady is a bit crestfallen, but like her kind is wont to do, she bounces back immediately.

“I should have guessed that from your behavior as well. Hmm. No offense.”

“None taken. I am still awaiting your offer with some curiosity. What can one who opposes the accumulation of wealth offer?”

“Service.”

“Oh,” I chuckle, “I do not think that you want to serve me.”

“No no no, not me as a servant. A service for a service. Knowledge for knowledge? Would that work?”

I sigh in disappointment. She is no supplicant, not really. This is just a farce like this revolution of hers and our stay here. I am wasting my time instead of training. I would grant her knowledge as a boon if she provided me for some entertainment. I suppose that I will have to wait and see.

“That means no?” she asks with some frustration.

“You are searching for something to exchange. Let me know when you have found it, I am disinclined to hear your internal musings.”

I turn when Jimena’s aura pulses. The lithe vampire waves at me and I stand up to make my way back.

“Come, the others are waiting.”

We head down without her crashing into obstacles this time, and gather around a small map. Jimena brings me up to speed.

“The railway crosses the Vosges on its way to Strasburg and Frankfurt after that. It is a mountainous and heavily wooded area.”

“I noticed.”

“No sass, sister, we are on a schedule. The Vosges is a remote place, wild casters have been converging here for a while now, and it has become a hotbed of rebellious activity.”

I look around. The pine forest expands as far as I can see.

“For boars?”

“No sass, I said. The government of Louis-Napoleon takes a dim view to secessionist activity. Regular troops have started to provide support to groups hostile to mages.”

I remember the body of the man in a leather coat.

“Gabrielites.”

“Yes. Those mongrels have grown bold if they attacked one of our trains. We must… send a clear message. Gabrielites only back off if you kill enough of them.”

I shrug.

“I would not mind a little bloodshed to break off the monotony of the trip.”

“And I want vengeance for what they did to my followers,” Crispin adds as he comes to us, his hand firmly holding his black iron mace. “The revolutionaries are dispersed so information is in scarce supply, but they all know of areas to avoid. I suspect that the Gabrielites have made their lairs there, as quite a few patrols have gone missing while exploring the area. They should be centered around a small lake here,” he continues pointing at the map. Someone placed a pin on our current position and I see that the base is only ten miles away or so. It will be easy to reach it in a night, even with mortals in tow. In the worst case scenario, I can submerge the three of us in the earth’s embrace to survive the day.

“So, we find them and kill them all?” I ask with disbelief. I am so used to segmented plans and the need to mobilize large forces that I have forgotten that it is, in fact, possible to just go somewhere and kill people.

“Well, yes?” Crispin says a bit sheepishly while Jimena grins.

“Sister, you think too much. This is a small scale operation. Did you not want to try your new repeater? The big one?”

Aha!

“You really know how to handle me,” I say reproachfully, but I return to the train to grab my rifle from the armory.

I come across the train personnel on the way. They appear to be shaken by their losses and wounds. I gather that trains are most of the time left alone, and that deaths are exceedingly rare. Complacency always has an enticing perfume.

I pick up my rifle. It is the latest iteration in a long series of improvements on a custom design: a reinforced barrel and a firing mechanism fed by an ejectable revolver cylinder. Just like the Big Iron, this weapon is not meant for mortal hands. They would struggle with its tremendous weight. Such constraints are of no concern to me. 

I place a bandolier of spare cylinders across my shoulder and walk out, the monstrous piece resting on my shoulder. The revolutionaries and rebels watch me come with various degrees of disbelief.

“Do you even know how to aim, woman?” one of them asks. Ah, to be doubted again in public is not an experience I have missed.

“Keep talking and find out,” I warn.

“Let it be,” the dirty blond-haired leader says, “we have to move now if we wish to make a difference. The reactionary forces of the great capital have pulled back because we caught them off guard, but if we wish to win, we must find out where they come from and kick them out. Are you with me?”

“Yea!”

“We scout and we find them, and if there are too many we will pull back and ask the comrades to join us. Stick with each other and stay quiet. They won’t expect us to dare and follow, but no need to alert them, guys. And girls. All in agreement?”

Everyone nods or grunts to affirm their support. The camp is made and the Marxists pack up with satisfactory speed considering that no one seems to be quite in charge. In only a few minutes, the column moves up.

“We will scout ahead, Vonany. Be sure to keep only two lights,” Crispin says in accented French. Interestingly, his seems to be merely a local, older accent while mine is that of a foreigner.

We move out. The pine forest swallows us until the skies are blotted and the heavy scent of sap covers every other. The woods creak lightly under a dense canopy, and everywhere beasts hunt and scavenge. Far in the distance, an owl ululates. Something small and furry dies in its grip.

The mortals trudge through the undergrowth with the light steps of those who know that they trespass on hostile territory. For a while, we follow the tracks left by the retreating Gabrielites. I am surprised by how few of them there seem to be, merely a dozen. No wonder that they left when under fire. A wise commander would have brought four times the number and enough powder to topple a mountain, though I am beginning to suspect that our foes are as confused by the turn of events as we are. Political fringe element siding with supernatural entities? The world has gone mad.

I keep my musings to myself as we split up and busy ourselves leading the mortals. One of us stays on track and marks the path while the two others roam and search for anomalies. There is very little to be found, but I find myself enjoying the distraction. I used to run the primal woods around Loth’s domain every night, but I have had little time to indulge that hobby in the last few months. I find that I have missed it, and that these deep pine forests lend themselves well to the exercise. The silence of ancient woods is only broken by scurrying things of which we are but one among many. Little by little, I shed the annoyance that had ruined my temper up until now and come to an obvious realization. 

The departure of Sheridan has affected me on a deeper level than I had imagined. The other humans must now work a great deal harder to garner more than a passing glance from me, like that witch did. I do not believe that I had a single conversation with a crew member during my crossing of the Atlantic. Truly, we need them to stay… anchored in the mundane world. Perhaps we need them even more as we grow older and our ties to our past living selves fade.

I should write to June, my grandniece.

As I keep my mind relaxed, a powerful stench suddenly wakes me up from my reverie.

Now, not all of the forest’s perfumes are pleasant. Carrion and droppings are part of the tapestry of scents I expect. This is different. I smell old rot and burnt flesh. Smoke. Maggots. I flare my aura and wait for fifteen seconds. Jimena joins me with Crispin close behind.

“Is something the matter?”

“Can you smell that?”

The two others taste the air and wince one after the other.

“I have smelled this before,” Jimena says with obvious displeasure.

“So have I, after many battles. This one is both old and pungent, however. Different. Shall we check?”

We move quickly through a clearer patch of the forest. The trees are quite tall here, and their trunks are bare. Spiders and other things have made their lairs in the permanent darkness. We come across a path, a deep groove dug through the thick layer of dry pines, wide enough to show wheel tracks. A small handcart. We follow it to a clearing as the stench of death grows from cloying to overwhelming. The scene we come across silences even us. 

The English term ‘mass grave’ does not give it justice. A grave can be a solemn thing after all. I much prefer the French term ‘charnier’, which evokes the amorphous gathering of spoilt flesh and jutting bones before us more viscerally. There are raised crosses with their arms blackened by fires planted at the front, like the desiccated remains of giants. Perhaps the magic of the world is growing thicker because I can still taste it in the background, a deep, festering aura of horror and despair. Those who were brought here saw what they were to become. They begged and yelled, then they screamed in agony when the hungry flames blackened their toes. They coughed and retched when incandescent fumes torched their lungs. Finally, their remains were cut down and flung aside to leave the place to others.

There was no dignity in death, not for them.

Crispin leans by a specific corpse. Jimena and I follow and see a young boy, this one still fresh. His rough-spun shirt shows the first hint of flames but someone shot him in the heart, sparing him some of the indignities he would have been subjected to. Despite the mercy kill, I still feel a deep unease at the sight of the dead. 

I have rules, a code I picked for myself under Loth’s advice. This code grounds me and gives me boundaries I can follow to keep bloodlust and playfulness at a reasonable level, and despite its laxness and flexibility, I would still break its most basic tenets by doing what those people did. 

Who would kill the little ones? It is wasteful. Pointless. Cruel to an impossible degree.

“I believe that we have found the lost patrols,” Crispin says, finally breaking the silence, “as well as some of the missing families Vonany mentioned.”

The old bishop looks up to us and in his eyes I see a flare that was not there before.

“Killing me is one thing, but slaughtering younglings has always woken in me the most terrible of urges. I suppose that I should thank the Gabrielites for making it so easy to hate them.”

“According to my personal code,” I say, “they made themselves fair game.”

“When have the Gabrielites ever done anything else?” Crispin asks.

“Some have fought with honor,” I answer.

“Not those,” Jimena says, “I will guide the mortals here, can I ask you to scout ahead?”

“We will,” Crispin replies. 

The two of us split up and I follow the tracks while the man roams around. As we enter another vale through a gap between two mounds, I hear signs of battle to my left. I rush there but find the skirmish over before it even began. There are three Gabrielites dead on the ground and Crispin is currently wiping his mace with a nice handkerchief. I inspect their hiding place and admit that it would have been difficult to notice them on sight alone. Vegetation covers it so that it melds into its surroundings, all while giving its occupants a perfect point from whence to see everything . 

That was before Crispin found it. Now, the structure lies gutted, much like its previous owners.

“They are well entrenched. Gabrielites are good at preparation. This outpost gave them a commanding view of the valley.”

I turn around and notice that the path we followed is not the only point of interest. The narrow vale we just entered must have been a hamlet not so long ago. Now, only skeletons of buildings remain huddled around a small lake large enough to justify a few canoes. Their husks line the beach.

I frown as I feel a tug, my intuition at work again.

“Is something the matter?”

How perceptive of him.

“Perhaps. Let us wait for the others and then move carefully.”

I shall never let my guard down against them. Arrogance is how they get us. If I close my eyes, I can still remember the oppressive feeling of fire all around me, and the cries of the White Cabal dying to silver bullets.

We wait for quite some time before the others join us. I remember from the briefing that this lake is the center of the contested region. The Marxists soon arrive in various states of shock. They are beaten and horrified. Some have cried, but to their credit they are all still there under the command of the grim Vonany.

“This is the perfect place for an encampment,” Jimena whispers in French when we all gather, “with fresh water, food to scavenge, and ready buildings. And yet it lies empty.”

“Perhaps a trap?” Vonany says, his eyes nervously searching the landscape.

“We should get closer. There is a small house on the other side of the lake. We can get there first, then consider our next step,” I say.

The others accept my proposition for lack of an alternative, and we set out, this time in much closer formation. The canopy recedes over us until we have to bend, and we silently line up along the shore. The silent houses stand to our left, close enough for even the mortals to see clearly in the moonlight. The scenery is devoid of both sound and movement. Like a painting.

Something bobs along the placid waters and I smirk, pointing it out to my companions. A cigar stub. Not far, an apple core floats, nibbled on by tiny fishes.

Under the mortals’ curious gaze, I kneel near an untouched expanse of mud and start drawing. Two concentric circles crossed by an eye like the slit pupil of a cat appear, soon covered with glyphs. I am not too familiar with this spell since I have little use for it, but I learned it anyway. I simply never expected to have to use it against Gabrielites of all people.

“Pierce the veil,” I whisper.

A circle like a lense with the diameter of two arms opens in the air, and sounds and lights emerge from the other side. The group gathers around and watches, mesmerized, as a window into a different world opens. Around us, the village lies abandoned. Through the aperture, it is a hive of activity.

I quickly study the new scene. The side opposite us, which includes a small pier, hosts quite a few military tents in orderly rows. Soldiers in blue vests and red trousers mill about, with dark scowls aimed at the other part of the camp, where the now-intact houses lie.

There, Gabrielites in uniform maintain a vigil over both the edge of the forest, the nearby paths, and, interestingly, the army. The rift between the two forces could only be more obvious if they started fortifying against each other. One last location causes a few words of consternation from our allies, though they are quickly quelled. Cages line a wall of the tallest building, and in them sit two dozen prisoners. I see men, women and children in those, including a few with red armbands. 

“Prisoners, there! Those are our people,” one of the rebels says.

“I think I recognize Michelet. And is that not Marie Vaucoeur? I thought she and her family had simply fled the region!”

“Yes, yes,” Jimena interrupts, “not so loud. Ariane, how come that we cannot perceive them with our own eyes?”

I silently point at the front of the buildings where most of the Gabrielite sentries have gathered. They are fewer than the soldiers by a large margin, I notice. The source of the spell becomes obvious to everyone present. A man kneels on a set of planks, his body and arms held to a cross and his beatific face turned upward in prayer. Only a simple tunic covers his body, showing corded limbs criss-crossed by the marks of whip. Dirty brown hair covers his skull in oily clumps. As we watch, a sentry approaches with a sponge and helps him drink. After he is done, he resumes his supplications.

“Impossible. They are using mages as well?” Jimena asks

“He has the bearing of a martyr. Perhaps they have made an exception,” I suggest.

“I thought all those witches and whatnot were on our side?” a young revolutionary complains.

“Well, this one was brainwashed by our foes to turn on his own kin. Look how he suffers!” Vonany exclaims with a discreet glance at his own mage. The young Louise appears conflicted.

“The poor thing,” she finally mutters, but her expression hardens soon after.

“His sufferings will come to an end, whether he wants it or not. Freedom or death!”

A slew of approval echoes her declamation and we are once again forced to curb their enthusiasm. They are so young.

“This is your Hunt,” I tell Crispin, “how would you like to proceed?”

“I see three objectives and two constraints,” he says in French after a moment of reflection. “Our first constraint is the presence of prisoners. They must be freed before we engage. Our second constraint is the soldiers, and they should not be engaged at all.”

“Why not?” someone grumbles, “they are the arm of the capital!”

“Because,” the vampire replies patiently, “I count a hundred of them and you folks have two dozen fighters, to begin, and second, it is unwise to antagonize the army until you have a strategy to face the entirety of it.”

“But…”

“Look at it this way. If we keep the conflict between the Gabrielites and us, the soldiers may simply let us go or make some token effort to stop us. If we start killing them, they will fight back with their full strength. Does your ideology make you bulletproof? No? I thought not.”

“Antoine is right,” Vonany says with a look at the revolutionary who had objected, “they are clearly allied. Why would they not fight side by side?”

Jimena answers this time.

“If you look at the camp, you will see that their alliance is fraying at the edge. They have two camps and the hostility between them is clear. Gabrielites are a paranoid sort. They do not work well with other mortals, nor do they hide their holier-than-thou attitudes. As for soldiers, those are undoubtedly reluctant to slaughter their own civilians. We are in luck.”

“Alright, the revolution is not ready in any case,” Vonany admits, “but what about the three objectives?”

“The first objective is the first constraint. We need to free the prisoners at the start. The second objective is to send a message to the army that the Gabrielites are not the unstoppable experts they must have claimed to be. The last objective is to kill every last one of them.”

“But not the soldiers?”

“But not the soldiers!”

“Your confidence is inspiring, comrade Crispin. How do we do that?”

“Yeah,” the man from earlier says, “easier said than done.”

The vampire bristles slightly at the interruption and the other man backs down, chastised. 

“We obviously need a diversion, a compelling performance that cannot be ignored. If it brings terror to the soldiers, all the better.”

Jimena turns to me, then Crispin does so as well. The Marxists soon join them through, I guess, mimetism. 

“Yes, I can do a diversion,” I admit, slightly miffed that I have been designated as the prime diversion provider.

“Excellent. You attract the Gabrielites’ attention while the rest of us free the prisoners. After we are done, I shall join you while Jimena of the Cadiz covers our exit. If that is agreeable?”

Nods all around. I find the mortals strangely settled. Although they are grim, I see a determination in their eyes that the situation does not justify. We have not even used Charm on them and they are still ready to attack a superior force. We only just met. Perhaps our confidence is enough to convince them?

“Then we shall move along the edge of the clearing. Ariane of the Nirari, please give us ten minutes to get in position, then you can… let go.”

“One last question…” I say as an afterthought, “are there any pigs held here that you know of?”

All but Jimena show signs of deep consternation. As for my sister, she is busy chuckling.

“Please excuse my dear sister. She has a bad experience with pigs and diversions. I can neither smell nor hear any, but if I do, I shall imitate a bird cry,” she says.

“Yes, yes, on your way then.”

I watch the group fade back into the woods, then hear them progress with cautious steps. Now, for a diversion. I already have an idea as I see an interesting figure walking along the small pier. I put on my scarred battle mask, make sure the cloak is well-adjusted and sneak my way along the lake from the far side.

I do not have much time so I go faster than usual. A vigilant sentry catches movement at the edge of his field of view and frowns, so I use a touch of suggestion to make him dismiss his concern. I arrive at the pier without issue and cast a small darkness spell to make it disappear from view. There are a lot of tents nearby, but its occupants are currently sleeping.

The officer finishes his cigar and tosses the stub dismissively into the cold water. His dress uniform is freshly pressed, and I see only evening stubble on his cheeks, but the underlying smell of old sweat and drooping shoulders shows the dent in his spirit. I expected that much.

“What bothers you so?” I ask in French, and the man jumps up with a yelp to face me, “the death of a child or the torture of civilians?”

He clenches his jaw and places a hand on his side, only to realize that he left his sidearm somewhere else. The darkness spell masks the encampment, so that the path behind me leads only to impenetrable gloom. I stretch the spell to encase us just as he searches around. A risky move, as the unnatural shadow could be noticed. Thankfully, the pier was dark to start with and the attention of most guards is aimed outward.

“You are one of them,” he says, swallowing his saliva with difficulty. I have to give him credit for his self-control, though I smell his terror. Delicious, but he is off-limits.

“Yes, and you are in way over your head. But do not take my word for it. I shall visit our religious friends now, and you have but to witness our conflict. Stay out of it.”

“Honor compels me to—”

“Kill children?” I interrupt.

His composure cracks.

“He was going to suffer more…”

Oh! So it was him who shot the child in the heart to spare him the indignity of death at the stake.

“There will be more of them, an endless tide of innocents whose sole sin was to be born with power. How many times can you see the light fade in their little eyes before you lose yourself?” I ask. In his heart, I fan his burning anger and the simmering pain of intense guilt. It took nothing more than the smallest nudge to get him over the edge.

“I will be punished and my career will be over but… dammit. I cannot take this anymore. I signed up to defend the motherland, not to assist a bunch of lunatics. I may be making a mistake, but if you stay away from our camp, I will not interfere while you, while you…”

His voice wavers, and he takes a great sigh, then his shoulders straighten and I am looking at a new man.

“While you dispense justice.”

We understand each other. The paper pusher who sent this man to supervise the Gabrielites was a fool. The officer is young and naive, an idealist. A jaded monster returning from the colonies would have served the cause better. 

Their loss, my win.

I nod and let the darkness fade progressively, so as not to alert anyone. I move out and decide to reposition. I need to approach the village from the front where the Gabrielites have focused their attention. It only takes me a minute or so to be in position. The only difficulty I face is the powerful illusion still protecting the perimeter. I am forced to cast the piercing spell again to find their sentries and make sure that my approach will not be detected, then I slowly crawl through the edge of the magical construct, feeling it brush over me like a strong wind.

Truly, one must work hard to make things look effortless.

Finally, I am ready. The night is well on its way by now, and the sentries are growing tired. The fires are little more than embers crackling peacefully in the clean mountain air. The only person still active is the martyr mumbling to the sky, needled as he is by faith and self-hatred. 

I notice a guarded shed to the side and deduce that it might be the armory. If not there, then inside one of those buildings. That goes first.

Then what?

I need to attract attention, and for that I must resort to theatrics. I can do theatrics. They are a form of gloating. 

Sadly I will not be able to use the repeater. Another time, perhaps.

Sinead always writes about the different roles he plays on his quest across the world, and what insight he gained every time. There is one skin I can wear, one persona I can adopt that would be perfectly suitable. In fact, I already have an advantage. After all, I have been in his mind and seen his memories.

Quickly, I sneak to the shed and find that, indeed, it smells of gunpowder. I come at the sentries from the back and do not kill them as their absence might alert the foe. Instead, I pick the lock open and cast a spell on the hinges so that they move silently. Inside, I find a few barrels. I take my one small powder charge and cast another silence spell to mask the hiss of the fuse. I close the door quietly, and return to my starting position.

Thirty more seconds.

I am Nirari.

I am Nirari, I am Nirari, I am Nirari.

I take a deep breath and relax my shoulders. I crouch and place both hands on the green grass. Fertile land, ripe for the taking. All mine soon. Those before me are PREY. They are pathetic and weak, the same fanatics I have faced a thousand times before. This is just a distraction, something to fend off boredom as I pursue her. 

Yes.

I allow my concern for tactics and coordination to disappear from my mind. My allies will do what they want, I care not. I am not here for some grand plan. I am here to punish. 

I am arrogant.

I am detached.

I am supremely self-confident.

And I am cruel beyond compare.

The shed explodes. The two guards’ mangled bodies fall on the turf, broken. I rush forward and take out Rose, slashing at the closest man.

A flash of blue and the blade is repelled.

Well, I should have expected… No! No. I am Nirari. I am toying with them.

I smile at the closest guard and throw a knife at his throat, pick his blade and spear it through his neighbor. The radiance of the human god will not stop a native blade. He falls as well. 

A few guards aim and shoot. I move conservatively and avoid their scattered attacks by stepping aside at the last moment. Another guard falls to a knife. I crush a fourth with the body of his comrade for the sake of variety. The others run back to the largest building from whence a group emerges. They left the martyr behind.

He looks up to me with liquid brown eyes.

“I forgive you, for you cannot help what you are,” he tells me.

“Quite so,” I reply. Around him, the bubbling power of faith burns against my skin with such fervor that I cannot approach, so I pick up a bayoneted musket and pierce his flank. Blood spills on the packed earth.

Around us, the fire has spread to a nearby building. Heat and light bask us in an infernal glow, providing a perfect background to the scene that will follow. I stand tall and let the fearful mortals gaze at the metal glint of my mask. The Gabrielites gather fearfully around a tall, relatively young fighter with a bushy beard. He and his kin huddle behind a wall of tower shields bearing the cross of their god while, behind, the soldiers have gathered but do not move. They hold their breath and I feel the pleasant weight of their gaze upon me. I am not bothered because I provoked it. All the world is a stage and the main actor just stepped in, and now they will perform for my amusement.

“Foul creature! We shall purge your kind from the face of the earth!” the Gabrielite leader bellows, trying to overcome his panic. I allow him to bleat a few more threats before I flick a finger and make myself as loud as an orchestra.

“Your banter bores me, Gabrielite. I have heard the same threats a hundred times. Always yapping, never biting. Will you dogs of the church finally provide me with some entertainment before I leave your bloodless corpses to the crows?”

Ohohoho this is FUN.

Before me, a few fighters take a step back when they finally realize that, yes, I am no simple caster. Their leader tries in vain to regain the initiative.

“I know what you are, vampire!” he screams.

“Then you will die a wise man.”

And with that cheesy delivery, I grab my cloak and let it fall to the ground, revealing the obsidian armor below. I do not have to look to know that the embers reflect on its smooth scales. 

“You will not get away with this! A new age is upon us! Your kind will be left behind!”

I have heard that one before.

“Are you quite sure?” I ask.

Then I take the Big Iron and shoot him in the face.

Heh.

He falls dead while his followers look on, completely dumbstruck.

I just could not resist. Screw Nirari, I will play the immortal horror my own way.

“Hahahaha! Die, mongrels!”

Rose is repelled, some of my spells hit their silver-covered shields and are somehow absorbed and I cannot get close but it does not matter. They have no real way to stop me, they can only delay, and I am not taking any real risk either. A man falls with a bullet between the eyes, another killed by a knife. I manage to find a rope, form a lasso like Sheridan taught me, and drag one of them screaming into a dark recess where I drain him by the ankle.

Through the sock, unfortunately.

The others don’t know it and I make sure to throw the severed head at their feet, as well as providing commentary. Normally I would limit the talk but this is not a Hunt. I am exterminating vermin for a friend.

“None of you will live to see the dawn!” I helpfully inform them in the most ominous voice.

“Don’t listen to her! Salvation comes from heaven!” a leader says as he gathers his bloody troops near the entrance of their base.

“No, it will not.”

Crispin joins the fray. He jumps down from the building’s roof and onto the enemy formation. All their crosses are aimed out and the attack takes them by surprise. The reserved vampire turns into a whirlwind of steel and destruction, his mace sending bodies crashing into walls with mighty roars. His savagery is such that I am a bit hesitant to join him while he is obviously having such a great time. Eventually, we take down the last stragglers and the fire appears contained enough that the village will probably not be turned to cinders. We clean our weapons with all the haughty arrogance we can muster, and walk away into the darkness, casting one last glance at the terrified soldiers sticking to each other in tight ranks.

With the illusion lifted, we easily find Jimena and a convoy of civilians, many of them showing signs of abuse. I approach a smiling sister and speak in a low voice.

“Do you think that we left a sufficiently strong impression?”

Jimena points behind at the burning village and piles of corpses, then at the terrified ranks of soldiers still holding position, then back at our own mortals, also terrified and holding position.

“Yes I do believe that you performed adequately.”


142: Kept in Check 


“This is bad news,” Vonany whispers.

“No, this is good news,” I retort.

The return trip to the downed locomotive has been long and tedious. I even used Rose to cut branches for improvised stretchers like some sort of armored woodswoman. Disgrace. Crispin insisted on helping the Marxists and prisoners for political reasons and I agreed with him, though I had to escort the slow-moving wounded as a result.

Now, we have returned to find the locomotive sealed and a group of Gabrielites laying siege, lit lanterns creating a perimeter around the fallen behemoth. An enterprising pair busies themselves trying to pry a door with a crowbar. I wish them all the luck, because I am not sure I could do it myself. The crowbar would bend.

Vampire trains are designed to resist the heaviest of punishments. It is just a shame that the same cannot be said about the rails they travel on.

“How is this good news?” Vonany spits, but Jimena simply taps him on the shoulder as I finally, finally take my custom rifle from my shoulder and check the sights.

“Delayed gratification,” she explains.

“Uh?”

I finish making sure that the beast is ready and line the first shot. The barrel is so heavy that it would take two strong men to keep it steady. I take a deep breath out of habit and let it out slowly, letting the sight fall on the would-be burglars.

The detonation is so loud that yelps of alarm spread across the column behind us. My targets fall, skewered like roast pigs. I calmly pull a pin and the cylinder rotates, chambering a new cartridge.

The next man falls in a deafening crack, then the next. The rest are running. I pick them off as they find cover. I shoot one as he enters the forest, then another as he hides behind a pine trunk. The trunk dies too.

One pull and the cylinder pops out, quickly replaced by another. A Gabrielite jumps behind a metal barrel left there by the train crew. I do not know what it contained but it was apparently not solid enough.

I finally stop aiming and stand up, letting the smoking, glowing barrel rest on my shoulder once more.

“So. Yes. You do know how to use that,” the revolutionary allows with wide eyes.

“I considered ending those pests myself,” Crispin says, “but I do love the irony of killing mortals with firearms. We will just say that their use of gunpowder… backfired.”

Ugh.

“There is one still alive if you have any regrets. He is hiding behind the train,” I tell him.

“Oh?”

“I wanted to test the frame’s resistance against my enchanted silver bullets, but I thought that you might object.”

“I would be grateful if you did not add to my workload, yes. I suppose that I shall have to weigh in on the situation,” he says, then grabs his black iron mace and walks forward.

“Is it something about train managers that attracts a certain type of personality?” I ask Jimena in a low voice.

“Yes. Forgive the puns, he simply decided to take the situation with humor. He has been working with some of the fallen for decades.”

“I understand.”

If it had been me, none of the soldiers would have gone home. Jimena goes to join him and I step aside for a while, letting the column of refugees spill out on the small clearing in crying clumps. Those of the train crew who were not too hurt get out to share supplies. Despite the general anguish, I cannot help but smirk at the sight of Marxist revolutionaries eating caviar on blinis, passing along bottles of expensive champagne.

And I did all the work.

It takes a few minutes, but eventually the witch gathers enough courage to walk up to my retreat. This time, she shows more wisdom and brings a small lantern. She falters as soon as our eyes meet.

I wait patiently as she searches for words, until eventually she blurts out what was on her mind all along.

“Are you really a human?”

Hah.

“No, our kind are called vampires. You can consider us as… previously human. Cursed.”

“I am not so sure that I want lessons from you any longer.”

“Suit yourself.”

“But are you really on our side?” she asks.

I give her my kindest smile. The one without teeth.

“We are on no one’s side but our own. With that said, we make reliable allies and truly unfortunate enemies.”

“Unfortunate?”

“For you.”

“Ah, uh, but what about class struggle? Can vampires not see that the wealth of nations is currently in the hands of the few? Do you see our fight as worthy?”

An amusing question. I believe that the others are like me. We understand group dynamics and power on a fundamental level, one that goes beyond the system in which they exist. As long as mankind is mankind, there will be power structures and hierarchies. They can be flatter or narrower, but there will always be a top and a bottom. I could explain that, and the importance of understanding one’s own nature, but I have a better idea.

“Here, let me demonstrate our world view with the help of a simple illustration.”

I grab a pen and a paper from one of my armor pouches. A cut stump ends up as an improvised desk. To start with, I draw a triangle and write ‘vampires’ inside.

“This is us.”

“I see?”

I draw a small circle to the side, this one named ‘our humans’. The two figures are separate and do not intersect.

“This is the collection of humans we currently have an interest in.”

To finish, I draw a large pyramid under the vampire triangle, so that the triangle ends as the figure’s tip. In it, I write ‘food’.

“And this is the rest of creation.”

No reaction.

“Any questions?”

“No…”

“If it is any comfort, we do not appreciate the misery that the fires of industry have brought upon many people. Indeed, trapped in it, people no longer live. They survive. Back-breaking labor smothers their passion, creativity, and deep thought. It takes away their humanity by preventing its expression. Entire generations are sacrificed in the name of immediate profit.”

“Yes! Yes!”

I stop myself before telling her that it ruins the taste. Ah, mortals, so easy to appease. It would not do to scare her too much, or she might learn of our weakness to the sun and try something during the day. Then I would have to kill her. Fortunately, it seems to be enough to placate her enough that she can breathe, but not enough that she pesters me about teaching her anymore. The result is that she heads back to her ‘comrades’ to help the wounded.

I return to my isolation until another train arrives from the opposite direction. We leave the wreck behind us and transfer to the new one while a crew moves out to start the repairs. The sun emerges as we cross the border to Hannover. By that time Jimena and I have retired to our quarters.

☐☐☐

Prague, two nights later.

History in every stone. In the space of a minute, I have come across fine examples of Roman, renaissance, and Baroque architecture. Every tower, every house proudly bears its heritage under colorful tiles in red or blue, with rectangular windows dotting their facades by the dozens. Contrary to the cities back home where wood is used as a cheap and convenient material, rock is king here. The pavements and walls are made of it, and the older ones already bear the wrinkles of age with dignity.

And so I take my time enjoying the experience, walking across busy streets and rowdy crowds. My steps lead me to the town square and its gothic church illuminated by gas lights. Tall spires pierce the skies while long glass windows will, tomorrow, let in the sunlight to bask the worshippers. Tonight, it merely keeps me at bay.

As I stop moving, roving bands of men in felt hats or berets give me a wide berth. I have grown too used to the cosmopolitan nature of our cities. Here, my traits and garments clearly mark me as a foreigner. A passing gentleman still deigns to inform me, in German, that the object of my interest is called the Church of Our Lady before Týn, and that it has been standing for over four hundred years. So old!

Europeans sure love to put things into perspective, though they rarely mean to. 

Except for the Master of Prague of course, who is a pretentious twit I wish to strangle and the reason why I have been so eager to take a stroll.

Jimena led me here so that we may change trains, but we are stuck in transit for a few nights after missing our correspondence and it was our duty to meet the Master of the place. Said Master happens to be a Dvor lord who thoroughly backs Nina of the Dvor, the very same who objected to my relationship with Torran. 

I sincerely did not expect this to come back and bite me in the rear. The situation grew tense fast after our introduction.

“I know of many noble traditions that we should reintroduce,” he had informed me with a pointed look, shortly after a discussion on impalements.

“Yes, like gaining a city through feats of power and leadership,” I reminded the man who had won his seat by submitting a poem. 

Things went downhill after that. 

I continue to move around, not in any hurry and not too worried about my safety. In fact, I am even surprised to have been let out without supervision. Midnight approaches and the pedestrians grow more rare, their footsteps echoing across the streets. The temperature dips a bit. Soon, I am alone and free to move a bit faster, a bit more silently than a mortal could. My steps lead me to a massive bridge over the Moldau and I spot a few towers peering from above a long white wall. I consider resorting to shenanigans before going back, but then I am caught off-guard by something I had not expected here.

The tug of fate.

I am… needed. Somewhere behind me. 

Giving up all pretense, I find a dark corner and climb up to the roofs, clinging to their sharp slopes. I run and jump, the artistic dress I wear allowing some freedom of movement. One day, I will give up the habit of keeping the skirt down when I jump so as not to reveal too much ankle, but it is not today.

I follow the tug through dark rows and forgotten corners, skirting the more proper part of the city without ever falling into slums. Indeed, the streets grow more crooked and ancient until, finally, I end up in a one-way alley barely large enough to deserve the name, and I wait, but not for long.

A man bursts out from behind a pair of barrels and I jump, barely managing to control a yelp. I had not seen him. In fact, I had not perceived him at all.

“No time, no time, you are late! Did you bring your tools? Of course not, you silly little thing. Bah, no matter.”

The man himself is an absolute anomaly. He wears tweed in a perfectly cut suit that shows the body of a strong man gone to fat, still powerful behind a bit of belly. He is a bit taller than me with a long white beard that covers his torso in a wide spread, and two manic eyes of different colors, one brown and one blue, now shifty and unfocused. He speaks English with an accent I cannot place but sounds exotic. 

Before I can react to his scathing comment, he turns around and rushes to a side door cleverly hidden behind a climbing vine. The slab of wood looks strong and unyielding.

“Quick, lend me a hand!”

I approach, only for him to shove a leather pouch into my hand. I feel straight twigs of metal between my fingers.

“You can have mine, I was never good at that sort of thing.”

I open the container to find picks.

“Hold on, how did you even…”

“Supplicant. I am your supplicant, if you will allow. This is how it works with the first, yes?”

I freeze and relax immediately after, allowing the mismatched eyes to bore into me.

“If you know this…”

“I will offer you a tribute of blood if you complete your tasks. One night of service, well, what’s left of it you tardy bumblebee. Nothing to break your oaths yadda yadda.”

I frown. The man takes a deep breath and exhales quite loudly. And rudely.

“Listen, you were led here, no? You know that you will not regret it. If you do a good job.”

All my instincts tell me that I should accept the strange offer, despite how risky this all seems. It is my turn now to take a deep breath.

“Well, this is rather cavalier.”

“Yes, the terminally myopic woman stumbled upon a railing. ‘Tis the railing’s fault.”

He rolls his eyes.

“Enough dallying. Open it, quick. Busy busy!”

I grab two picks and lean forward, casting one last glare at the man who peers excitedly through a barred window. The night is mostly silent at this stage. I hear nothing from the inside.

The lock yields under my patient efforts, and I am surprised by its relative complexity. I am about to open it when something stops me. There, under my finger, the lightest touch of magic.

I grumble and prick my finger.

“This would not happen if you carried a focus around,” my annoying companion whispers.

“I was not expecting to go out at all?” I hiss back, causing yet another eyeroll.

“Some seer you are.”

“I was never good at it alright? Now let me work!”

A simple rune and I blow on the door, revealing a spider web of silvery script.

“Alarm?” the man asks.

“Some burglar you are,” I retort, “yes, alarm and fire. Let me disarm it.”

“Oh no, no fire! It would not do at all!”

“Shhh!”

I carefully engrave a circle with a nail and link it with the alarm’s trigger rune, then deactivate the rest of the construct on the other side of the door. Whoever designed this system was thorough but terribly unimaginative. They never expected more than a direct approach.

A click, and the door rotates on oiled hinges with satisfactory silence. No alarm, no fire.

It smells of dog and old books. 

The old man brushes past me in a rush to cross the antechamber we find ourselves in. A lifted curtain, and I enter a packed library.

Rows upon rows of dense shelves filled to the brim cover every wall in perfect darkness. They reach the very ceiling to form a labyrinth of overloaded containers, each crammed with crumbling tomes and leather-bound books, loose sheets escaping left and right. The unknown man dives straight in between a collection of treaties on Themistocles and early renditions of Don Giovanni, waving a small lantern he borrowed from the entrance. He is light enough on his steps that he does not trigger an avalanche of the Descartes mountain, which had started to sag. Eventually, he reaches a tiny desk tucked on the side and barely visible under all that fire hazard. I see his back bend as he leans forward, and he turns to me, waving a small, wrinkled pamphlet.

“Here it is. I knew it. I just knew it! Those ignoramuses. And they dare call themselves bibliophiles. Hah!”

I read the document after it is shoved under my nose by frantic hands. It is, of course, in Czech.

Ah never mind, I turn it and see the same in German. 

“Herr Matthias Bilek, pious man of the true faith. Disperses curses, banishes demons. Satisfaction and discretion guaranteed.”

Below, an address was written though I would be hard-pressed to find it without some local help.

“What is this all about anyway?” I ask.

“The book! The star book of twisted things. They want to destroy it, the horrid lot. Too many weak psyches lost to its hallowed pages. But I digress. We must away at once. I only hope that we are not too late. Tardy one!”

“Alright, alright, lead the way!”

We rush out into the streets of the deserted city with alacrity and I start to suspect that the man may be one of us. I still fail to perceive him with anything but ear and sight, but there is a litheness behind his step that a man of his age and physique should not have, even if they have a past career in ballet. Besides, he cannot have a past career in ballet. His leg muscles are wrong.

The man ignores my inspection as we trot across the cobbled streets like ghosts. At this late hour, the ancient walls loom and alcoves help reinforce the impression of progressing through a maze. It must be such a pleasant hunting ground that I cannot help but sniff the air in the search for some lost mortal to snack on. There are none to be found, however, and we soon end up in a small plaza around a tiny well, its rim chipped by centuries of human hands. There is a gas lamp now extinguished. The only source of illumination is a single candle shimmering behind a window like a trembling beacon, barely strong enough to survive the encroaching darkness.

“There it is. Can you work your magic again? Quickly, or they will finish what they started.”

I first check for alarms and find a pitiful one, barely deserving of the name. My work with lockpicks is similarly short. Only when I grab the handle do I stop in my tracks.

“What?” the man asks.

“This place is a home. I cannot get in.”

“Curses! I cannot progress without you. Oh no, we cannot delay. They could be trying as we speak!”

I let the grown man grumble. There is still one recourse, a tool that I am usually loath to use. 

I need to be invited in.

While some other bloodlines thrive on ambiguity, breaking the spirit of the laws of hospitality upsets me on a fundamental level. Alas. Fate, this cruel mistress, is still needling me forward and I am willing to take the risk, and so I mess up my dress a bit and call upon the Hastings essence.

Most of the time, the essence allows me to flush my face and imitate the many innocuous gestures of those whose blood runs warm. This time, I manipulate the essence for another purpose. Instead of the hale flush of the living, I turn my own pallor sickly and worrisome. My lips are blue from some unknown affliction, and dark circles appear around my eyes. I can feel the change and the borrowed essence guides me further. I stoop and roll my shoulders, gripping my own elbow protectively. To complete the image, my instinct guides my eyes to the sides, looking for a danger I know is not there. The old man smiles lightly and steps back in the shadows in order to let me work.

I bang on the door, again and again. Somewhere to the left, a man swears through his shuttered windows. There is always a risk operating in a densely populated city. This time, the attention of the neighbour is a good thing.

An older gentleman in a dusty robe and with a long, thin beard barges out from the home in a hurry, clearly dismayed. His gaze lands on me and he immediately shows deep consternation. He speaks a few hurried words in Czech, but I quickly interrupt him.

"Können Sie denn wirklich etwas tun... gegen einen Fluch?" I ask in my best German. Can you really do something about a curse? He blinks, slowly, once then twice. The upstairs neighbor pops out from his window and starts hurling insults.

“Ja, ja, schnell!” my target exclaims, leading me in. 

Success.

I wipe the predatory smirk off my mouth. A piteous performance, Sinead would say, and yet it served its purpose. Sometimes the setting matters more than the depth of the deception.

“Sind Sie Matthias Bilek?” I ask as we go in.

"Natürlich."

My host’s tone is curt and brooks no interruption. We pass through a dark reception room lit only by the candle I saw earlier, with cards and vials and other mystical implements strewn about with some attempt at order. For all the mess, the place is clean and smells faintly of soap. I also notice quite a few crosses and other indications of syncretism between faith and magic. We unsurprisingly head to a set of stairs going down. Herr Bilek mumbles in Czech once again. When it becomes obvious that I have no mastery of the language, his instructions grow shorter.

“Ruhe.”

Be silent. Well, I did bother him in the middle of the night. 

Our steps are quiet on the ancient stones. The scent of cleanliness soon gives way to an interesting mix of wax, chemicals, and humidity. Herr Bilek has a cave, and a good-sized one it is. It reveals itself to me on the lower landing.

Diagrams and models cover the far wall on one side, crates and curious contraptions line another, while to my left, a circle has been drawn patiently on a smooth expanse of basalt. Candelabras burn here and there to provide light for mortal eyes. Bilek points to a lone chair, asking me to sit there in a rather cavalier fashion. He did not even offer me tea.

With that said, I understand his brisk manner as the other visible occupant of the room jumps to his feet. He is a mousy man in expensive but dirty clothes and bloodshot blue eyes, cradling an ancient leather-bound book as if it were a treasure. He immediately starts a tirade, ripping into my graceful host. I cannot follow the conversation as I do not understand the language, but I can easily surmise its content.

“Look what you done did, Billy, you brought a person of the female persuasion here! We were in the middle of something of a private nature!”

“So help me god Cooter you dumbass, I couldn’t just up and leave her screaming outside what with all the nosy neighbors. I swear to the lord you’re such a pisser.”

Or something of the sort.

I wait politely for them to finish, wondering if the distraction I am expecting will make itself known. The book is the one I am to save anyway. So long as it remains intact, I can take my time to guess what this whole situation is about.

However, the distraction occurs sooner than I expected.

From a crate sat against the wall next to the drawn circle, someone sneezes. A boy, if the breath and heartbeat are any indication, anywhere from three to four years old depending on how malnourished he is.

I react as a mortal would, showing surprise, then horror, then returning my terrified gaze to the other guest just as he grabs in his jacket for a gun.

His next words are ominous.

Probably. They are still in Czech.

At least, Herr Bilek shakes and protests the treatment, but the other remains intractable as he waves an antiquated pistol around. The guest walks to the center of the circle where a small altar has been placed, and lays the book in a prepared hollow. Herr Bilek is clearly not very athletic and he did not make use of the opportunity. He only yelps in shock when the guest walks to the crate and opens it with a metal bar, revealing its content: a filthy street orphan lying on a pail of straw. The poor youngling shares the bleary expression of one who has been submitted to narcotics. 

An immediate and heated discussion ensues, and once more I can only extrapolate its content.

“Oh woe, woe is me, for what nefarious end hast thou brought a bairn in my abode? Forsooth, how I regret welcoming you here, thy gormless snake!”

“Curse be with thine hopeless naivete! The cost of success had always been high, nay, exorbitant. Thou were only too candid to admit it! See as I activate this pathetic, inefficient magical circle and sacrifice someone else’s life to erase a book from existence!”

Or something of the sort. To be fair, I can think of five books from the top of my head that I would not mind killing someone to unmake. Like Wuthering Heights. Ugh.

The guest now drags the groggy kid to the altar under heavy protest, but he will not be deterred and his hand is steady. I see a manic glint in his bloodshot eyes and recognize his drive. It is the passion of a man who has tasted madness and must first embrace it or he will be devoured by it. 

Well, time to do something. I have been threatened, and though I would be well within my right to kill the guest where he stands, I cannot do it. 

It would be abominably boring.

Instead, I stand from my chair and smile at the pistol-holder whose expression turns to confusion. At the same time, I fan the flames of outrage in Mr. Bilek’s heart.

And then I smile with all my teeth out.

Bilek has his back to me and he does not notice anything. The guest, however, is suitably impressed. He screams and aims his gun, but my needled host has already launched his ponderous frame at his ex-ally, and the latter one is too late to react.

The guest brings the barrel back, only for it to be blocked with a firm grip. He makes the mistake of holding the child as if scared to lose him and Bilek capitalizes on it by delivering a passable hook.

The smaller guest is propelled backward while his pistol clatters upon the rock, quickly picked up by the host’s trembling hand. The child falls where he is. The guest recovers and finds, in his jacket, a nasty blade of sharp obsidian. He speaks, begs. My host's voice shakes yet his mind is made. I see pure, delicious desperation in the smaller man as he licks his spittle-covered lips, searching for an opening that his body cannot exploit. 

Bilek readjusts his grip.

The guest charges with a frightful cry. He is shot. He falls, gurgles and spits his life blood.

Bilek, too, collapses. His knees smack into the rock with a bony finality and the spent pistol is abandoned where it falls. I gave it a one in three chance of exploding, taking the shooter’s hand with it. I guess luck is on his side, for now.

“What have I done?” he probably says. That or “I cannot hear at all” since this is the usual result of unloading a firearm in a confined space.

With a trembling hand, Bilek reaches for the book, then he sees the dagger in the dead man’s grip a few feet away and steels his expression. I can practically see the cogs turning in his overtaxed brain, despair pushing him on the path to sacrifice. One step, two steps, my presence is forgotten.

“Not so fast,” I whisper in his ear.

And now comes the subtle part. As a guest, I am beholden to certain laws, but I can also show a measure of initiative without resorting to violence. Some doors are best left closed for the mortal mind is not equipped to bear them, but is the wisdom they impart not worth a little bit of insanity?

I shall let him decide.

“You are a man of knowledge,” I purr, forcing his gaze away from the knife and towards the diagrams and books filling his workplace. They form a tapestry of letters over a background of naked stones. Old words, old scripts, an old place.

“And the most precious of all, the most unique, is here.”

“But… the man… his mind gone.”

“He was weak and feeble, a foolish collector of works he never understood, and never tried to. You, however, you are a man of talent, a light in the darkness. Is it not so?”

“Ja… Genau…”

“If you destroy this treasure without even tasting it, doubt and regret will dog you until the day you die. What thought-provoking ideas might be lost because of fear and obscurantism? Just a peek… If the contents proves to be too much, can you not burn it later?”

“Just a peek. Just a tiny one.”

Shaky fingers on dry leather and the contents are revealed. Just as I expected, the book is potent. Pages flip like butterfly wings in a chromatic dance with no respect for propriety or, indeed, physics. They land on a poem and my host recites in a suddenly smooth baritone.

“Beneath the waves, deep, where the lost ones birth the tides

Through towers of coral and black shrines tall and cold

Altars of whale bones; pillars of black and gold

Asheras hides

The unholy parades that amble its turbid traits

Have not known sun nor stars nor the ice bite of the gale

No hale skin to be found; but pale eye, teeth, and scale

Asheras waits

Beards of drowned sailors, tibias on man-skin drums

Hungrily they grasp, their fingers like kelp and worms

In an endless tide that through shore and marsh yet squirms

Asheras comes

Oh mighty city, stay thy hand for one night more

That I may drown your memory in much opium and liquor

Like poison, your sight in my veins will always burn

And one day to Asheras return”

Oh, most peculiar. The runes and text is in Akkad and they carry the meaning directly to the reader’s spirit, transcending language. I can taste the auras of fish folks in their terrible multitudes as they crowd the living streets of their sanctum, its sprawl reaching to a dark horizon. I believe that my sire must have visited the place before he emerged from the ocean after his nap. How quaint!

I savour the piece of trivia, but the same cannot be said for my host. His eyes turn red and tears of blood trail down his pale cheeks. He mumbles a few words, lifts a page and, once more, the book shifts to another fragment. The hand-written letters belong to someone else now, someone with a wild and enthusiastic calligraphy. It is still in Akkad.

“Lo, I climbed the slope of grandfather Kilimanjaro as the Gazanias spread their golden petals.

I sat upon the ashes in the shadows of Mawenzi, that great teat of the earth, and imbibed the sorcerous elixir.

Dawn came and it was glorious, and as its rays torched my flesh, I felt the true… Aaaah AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHH”

I shiver at the recollection. Ouch. Even second-hand, having one’s essence annihilated will never be pleasant. It has gone worse for my poor host who even now runs to the prone form of his victim, clawing his face as he goes. He grabs the discarded knife and plants it firmly in his jugular. Arterial blood falls in a cascade.

Ah well.

I step forth and latch on the wound, taking great care not to sully my dress. 

Hmm.

Provoked insanity. The best kind. I relish the tortured essence for as long as I can, enjoying every drop of twisted psyche. When I step back from the body, the old man awaits. He holds the book and caresses its cover with great affection.

“Thank you. You did well,” he tells me with a smile.

“You are one of us. I knew it.”

“No,” he replies with a fanged smile, “you expected it.”

“What I did not expect was for you to have stolen one of the Great Books of the Ekon!”

“Stolen?” he scoffs, “I made the things! Every copy. They never objected to sharing their experience with me, and so this tome draws from theirs. And a few other select volumes.”

“Why?” I ask, enthralled.

“Why make the book? For the same hobby that you share with me, little Devourer. I knew we were of one mind the moment I smelled the young street urchin on you. We both enjoy making the world… stranger.”

The man’s face shifts. He is a young dandy, a grizzled soldier, a fat banker. Every face is a mask more convincing than any disguise I ever made. The only constant remains the mismatched pair of eyes, always manic. They draw me in like whirlpools.

“By the Watcher… you are Vanheim.”

“In the flesh, or is it fleshes?”

The voice is younger now and comes from a princely man with the demeanor of a spoiled noble. It lasts for only an instant before I see a fresh-faced plant worker in sooty coveralls.

“Now I am more than eager to taste that essence of yours,” I say.

“Ah, the impatience of youth,” a wizened rabbi reprimands, “your task is not yet done! You still have to leave your mark…”

I am handed colorful sticks by a young Parisian artist in a ratty suit.

Of course, I know what to do.

I find a seat and get to work, carefully selecting the right shades of black and grey for the suitable background. The Nightmares are as dark as I can make them, and their riders blur with speed and the thinning fabric of the world. The tide of flesh facing them writhes like so many maggots but their disgusting presence is smothered, eclipsed by the great entity behind us. The Scourge has covered the land, but The Watcher has come and its many heralds now unleash its gaze. Purple saturates the scene in its many hues. In a cave of Prague, on a piece of paper that only exists in this moment, I draw the vampire charge at Back Harbor and, in it, I pour the excitement, the rage, and the ecstasy of riding down a challenging PREY along the deadliest warriors of this world.

Yes.

This is… PERFECT.

It has taken me two hours, but I successfully imprinted my memory upon the ethereal paper. Now, whoever observes it will be nicely dragged into it and know what it feels to stand at the top. I wish them all the best!

“This will do nicely,” Vanheim declares, admiring the work, “Now, I suppose that it is time for your reward!”

He blurs and I taste a powerful essence on my tongue.

This time, I see no recollection, but a haze of sensations and competing thoughts that carry me like a tornado, sending my consciousness to crash through concepts like flimsy walls. As soon as a new provoking idea emerges, it fades like a dream to be replaced by another. I am left stunned by the cacophony of power and fall, dazed for the first time in decades.

“Wow.”

“Quite a ride, is it not? You are the first Devourer I grace with my mind. May you find a use for it as you were of use to me. After all...”

He leans and suddenly I am looking at a woman. She is exactly my size, wears my robe and…

Deep, slightly amused blue eyes. A pretty face with a sneer too jaded to belong to one so young. Her carmine lips part to reveal eight fangs.

“...Our interests align, do they not?”

My voice, my face. Before I can protest the robbery, my alter ego’s hair turns as dark as jay and I am looking at a slightly different person.

“And with this, I bid you adieu. I do not think we will meet again until the age of ash and thin air. Goodbye, darling. Do keep yourself alive.”

And he… she? Whatever. Vanheim is gone.

I find myself mostly alone in the darkening cave, in my damaged dress, holding a book. What an unexpected turn of event. 

The drugged child tumbles towards me, lifts his glazed eyes to my face and asks.

“Co se děje?”

I am going to assume that he is asking what just happened. Well, he is tiny. I can at least take him outside.

With his hand in mine, we climb the stairs and exit the building in silence. I find Jimena waiting for me in the small plaza. She is staring at me with her mouth wide open, a decidedly unvampiric expression.

“It was a long night,” I start, as way of explanation.

“Nevermind that. Why is your hair black?”

Oh!


143: Induction 


“Uncanny. You can let go now.”

The unpleasant sensation that reminds me of a failed sneeze forces me to wince. I can handle pain, but this level of discomfort is something else.

So, that shapeshifting ability is much less impressive than I thought. I can alter my hair color, eye color, and traits to some extent, but not my body shape except, perhaps, my height. By an inch. 

It is still an incredibly useful ability in some very specific situations. With proper aura control, I could pass for an entirely different vampire. There are issues of course, not least the fact that if the knowledge of this ability becomes public, its efficacy will decrease. The second is that it takes time and effort to set up a different face and then more effort to maintain it, so it cannot be done on a whim. I am still pleased with this development. I even turned my hair copper as a test, thus pushing Melusine down one rank on the fetching redhead list.

Jimena’s thin lips pucker in disapproval. She has ever been adverse to deception and disguise remains one of its many tools. My sister knows that it is merely a means to an end, and that intent matters more than method in many endeavors. She hides her aversion out of sympathy and I decide to stop my experiments for now. I will soon join the ranks of the Knights. There will be no need for such powers in their distant, insular fortresses. 

I look out and despair. For a while, our train trailed along familiar lines, sometimes stopping at hamlets that were Dvor holds in disguise. I enjoyed the company of quite a few local rulers more interested in the novelty of my presence than in my past attachments.

“You are American? How can one be American!”

Many of them were old and stuck back in time, served by the same families of mortals for generations. They lived in parochial domains withdrawn from the affairs of the world and out of the grasp of most mundane authorities. Our pauses remained brief enough to prevent being embroiled in local politics. Although repetitive, I have now come to miss those distractions as we have spent close to a week without coming across anything larger than a way station.

The heart of the Knight Order sits at the edge of the Ural, an old and vast mountain range deep in the belly of the Russian Empire. For seven days, we have seen nothing but an endless ocean of green sometimes broken by rocky reefs covered in scraggly growths. Our last fellow traveler of the undying persuasion left us long before that. Boredom is only broken by the occasional runs through pristine forests that, perhaps, never knew the hand of mankind. Jimena and I also bash each other’s heads in on top of the different cars on occasion as well. I have won more than I have lost.

Jimena is always her same disciplined, technically perfect self. Her ability to adapt and counter my own unpredictable style is quite impressive. What I admire the most in her is her perfect focus on our duel, even for a Cadiz. She never loses patience, and she never lets herself be distracted. I find that admirable.

Finally, the train slows as it now has slopes to battle, and the path turns sinuous. Grey expanses of gravel and old stones replace the forested vastness. The weather turns inclement and dark clouds gather above. The peaks in the distance drown in murky grey. We are forced to cancel our next spar or accept being drenched.

The very same night, as rain pounds on the metal roof above our head, we stop unexpectedly at the edge of a small building barely larger than a cabin. I see dark shapes enter the carriage ahead one by one and recognize the lamellar armors of the Knights. They wear hoods to fend off the assault of the elements and control their auras, so I cannot tell much about their nature until Jimena and I leave the lounge to wait in the corridor in order to greet them. If we had remained seated, it would have conveyed a belief in our own superiority.

“I really do not see the problem.”

“Knights support Knights dear sister. Be kind, please.”

“Fiiiiine.”

☐☐☐

I compose myself and watch, curious, as the dripping Knights enter the last carriages. I notice that the first comer’s armor is more elaborate than that of his followers. Any other thought vanishes when I immediately recognize the one at the front.

The leader has the face of a saint, the blue-eyed, blond, square-jawed appearance of the perfect fairy tale prince. His charming exterior is backed by a distant gaze that others would think dreamy, but I know to convey disdain for the world at large. I hate him with every fiber of my being and his appearance is an ill omen.

Anatole. 

He tried to have me killed twice as a Rogue, and I have him to thank for the torture I endured in the bowels of Constantine’s fortress. I force myself to relax my fingers at his sight. They are all here. I need not check. 

Our eyes meet, and for one moment, we stand suspended in time. More than thirty years have passed since our last encounter but I will never, ever forgive him his transgression.

The Knight dips his head in polite greetings and passes us by as we move to the side. The others behind him are an assortment of Masters from several clans, men and women who only have in common the poor state of their gear, and the mental exhaustion behind their clouded eyes.

The doors of the many cabins close until we are alone. Jimena pulls me back into our own.

“I would like to point out,” Jimena states, “that etiquette dictates that we should offer greetings and light bows when meeting another squad.”

“You failed to do it.”

“Yes. The fault is mine. It bears saying that Anatole is a cunt and I would enjoy killing him immensely.”

I stare for a while at her solemn face. She swears so rarely.

“Those are attenuating circumstances,” I say.

“Indeed. Unfortunately, he bears the gear of a trainer, which means that you will probably have to interact with him at some point. I am certain that he will not be assigned as your direct superior because we avoid this sort of faux-pas, if it is any comfort.”

“Would he try something?”

“Attacking a fellow Knight as an act of vengeance is punishable by death. He knows this.”

She leans forward.

“This is valid for you also. Please do not try anything rash. The elders of the Knight Order are not to be trifled with.”

“It was not my plan.”

I have my hands full, for now.

If he returns to the New World though… well, anything could happen.

Jimena closes her eyes and sighs. When she opens them again, she has settled her mind.

“We arrive tomorrow. You know everything that I had to tell. I will be by your side in any case.”

I nod. Time to sacrifice ten years of my life in the pursuit of power.

☐☐☐

By the time the next night falls, we have reached the secluded plateau the Knights call their home. One moment, the train plods through ancient pine thickets and the next, we are out in the open.

A monumental gate set between two columns of white stone lies open, its width large enough for three more trains to cross it. Sculptures and reliefs adorn its facade carefully, and I can feel powerful enchantments even through the train’s walls. We slow down to a crawl as a Lord in heavy armor waves us through, a large sword resting on the ground by his side. His dark gaze follows us as we move in.

Now that I see the Knight stronghold for the first time, I admit to being suitably impressed. 

“Welcome to Cloud Haven,” Jimena says with a hint of pride.

The Order went for a minimalist, sober architecture that remains the same throughout the compound. The militaristic structures and clean, regular alleys evoke an army camp that had been abruptly fossilized. The only parallel I can think of are the drawings of the ruins of Pompei I saw in a review. It does not help that the material is exclusively white stone taken from some unknown quarry.

There are quite a few mortals in uniform moving around, but I see very few Knights. All present bear an air of discipline that matches their dwellings’ sober countenance. None of the buildings reach higher than a few stories either, so that the base remains flat and hard to spot from afar.

I consider the location and how poorly equipped it would be against a modern army. Flat stone walls are worth nothing against cannon fire, after all, yet I quickly realize that no modern army will ever get here without trudging through hundreds of miles of poor roads. And angry Knights. 

The train comes to a stop at the end of the rails. The terminus consists of two benches as well as a massive stone warehouse even now showing signs of activity. Light is provided by lanterns shining the blue of enchanted spells. We let the Knights go first and climb down, leaving our luggage behind. I taste the fresh and crisp air as soon as I step out, cold even at that time of the year. The scent of sap and greenery provides a pleasant undercurrent that reminds me of my own domain far across the ocean.

“Knight Jimena, Ariane of the Nirari, be welcome to Cloud Haven, home of the Knights,” a man greets us as we exit. He is built powerfully, possibly a warrior while he was alive. Brown eyes and sandy hair that reach below his cheek give him a scruffy appearance, while the impeccable lamellar armor he wears looks like an aristocratic garb on him. His smile appears genuine too.

“Salutations to you as well Emanuele. Are you the welcoming committee?”

“Yes. We are ready for the induction. Milady Ariane?”

“We can proceed.”

“Then please, follow me.”

We move deeper into the complex until we reach the edge of the mountain and I realize that the Knights have dug into it over the centuries. Troglodyte structures, alcoves and covered promenades alternate with natural rock formations sometimes lit by torches. Lone trees and plants of essences that should not survive here flourish, their perfumes enticing. Emanuele walks through an arched passage into a tunnel, then to a massive atrium with a small pond in the middle. Once more, white stone is the norm while a fountain gurgles happily. Rather than majestic, the atmosphere is subdued and intimate. The only person waiting is a lean man with a majestic grey beard in armor. Now that I have seen so many of them, I realize that the American team may have been given basic gear, because those worn by the members here are nothing if not impressive. I believe that they even equal Loth’s work, or rather, what Loth managed while in a rush.

Said man nods at us with a light smile. He has many scars from his days as a mortal, most of them from blades. He looks like a benevolent master-at-arms, but I am weary. No one will reach prominence in an order dedicated to hunting our own without some measure of success. I realize that, despite my desire to join them, I truly do not see myself as a Knight. 

Perhaps if they had not been such rotten bastards…

Bah, I should keep an open mind.

“Hail, Praetor,” Emanuele says, and I am starting to recognize Roman influence in my hosts, “I present to you Ariane of the Nirari who wishes to join us.”

“Hail to you, Aedile, and thank you. Welcome, Ariane of the Nirari. My name is Marlan and I serve as the head of training for the Order. I will answer the questions you may still have if you wish. Otherwise, we can proceed with the induction ceremony.”

“Knight Jimena already enlightened me, Praetor. I am ready.”

“Very well. Please stand on the stone.”

Marlan steps aside and I see a pedestal surrounded by water. Light from the moon falls from it like liquid silver. For all of its majesty, it bears no decoration and I feel no enchantment coming from it. It is just a stone.

“We do not trap our applicants, Ariane,” Marlan notes with a thin smile, “your word will suffice.”

“Sorry. Habit,” I explain as I step forward.

“I understand. Well then, let us begin with the preliminary questions. Are you, to your knowledge, under scrutiny for a crime that could lead to a Knight-backed extermination order?”

“No.”

Jimena already informed me that those questions would happen. They are merely designed to make sure that the applicant’s intentions are true. The Knights do not even ask if the person intends to collect information on the Order as we all understand that it is a given.

“Have you come with the intention of causing harm to the Order, its members or properties, or do you plan on committing said harm?”

“No.”

“Very well. Ariane of the Nirari, do you promise to uphold the values of the Order, obey its precepts and commands for the duration of your service?”

“I do.”

“Do you promise to train, fight and conduct missions to the best of your ability?”

“I do.”

“And finally, do you promise to protect and support your fellow Knights as if they were your own blood?”

“Yes.”

The last question leaves a slightly awkward taste in the air. I mean that I would protect them like a spawn I would make. Or John, who might as well be of my blood. The Knights must feel it, but the shadow of my sire will always follow me until one of us dies.

“Then I, Marlan, Praetor of the Knight Order, stand witness to your oath.”

“As do I, Emanuele, Aedile of the Order.”

“Your struggle is our struggle, your success is our success. Even in the dark of the world, you shall never find yourself alone. Welcome to the Order, Ariane. Pass the trials and you shall be a squire.”

“Thank you,” I say.

The oath settles around me. The ceremony was short and direct, which I approve of. Marlan turns around without further ado and bids me follow him. 

“I will make sure your luggage goes where it is needed, including your weapons,” Emanuele says as he leaves us.

Jimena and I follow the grizzled Praetor deeper into the mountain, and I see that the larger part of the base is indeed underground. Many of the installations keep windows to the outside, but I can feel powerful enchantments from the openings, a sign that the structure is not as open as it appears at first glance. 

“We will be conducting a few tests to identify where your opportunities lie and create an adapted training regimen. We will start with mental resistance, then theory, then combat and finally an interview with several specialists to determine which role or roles would suit you the best.”

We now enter a circular room with, again, an open canopy. A rotunda centered around a colossal weeping willow occupies much of the space. Another Knight kneels in its shadow. A pillow has been left in front of him.

“Jimena and I will leave to discuss her next assignment. I will pick you up after the end of the test. Sylvain has clear instructions to gauge your defenses and he will stop when he reaches your inner sanctum without looking for the core.”

Sylvain nods and invites me to sit with a gesture, which I do. He is a thin man with flaxen hair so fair they are almost white and pale grey eyes.

“Good evening. My name is Sylvain and I was tasked with assessing your mental defences.”

Puckered lips indicate that he is less than pleased with the task.

“You are familiar with the concept of mind palace, I presume?”

“The mental construct that takes the appearance of a safe place?”

“Indeed. Unless American training standards are even worse than I assume, you should possess one, though with your ancestry…”

Oh, so that is how it is.

“I do have a mental construct, yes.”

“I am delighted to hear it. Since when?”

“Hmm, since eighteen oh’ three, when I was turned. Jimena of the Cadiz taught me how to do it on my second night.”

“You have had a mental palace since your second night?” he asks with barely veiled disbelief.

“It was a single room at first, but yes.”

“Is that so? Are you sure that this is not merely an image you maintain? Image focus and a true mental palace are two entirely different things.”

“I am reasonably certain, yes.”

“Well, we shall see. Make yourself comfortable. At your signal, I will breach your sanctum. Rest assured that I will stop there.”

Confident, are we?

I close my eyes and appear in the bedroom of my mental fortress, the heart of my power. Mementos and paintings line the wall while I rest on a comfortable bed. I stand up and appear at the titanic gates of the castle where my defenses are the most concentrated. In the real world, I push myself to nod.

Immediately, something rakes against my outer defenses, the wall of brambles surrounding my mind. I remember a mortal mage attempting it. This is on an entirely different level.

The assault persists and soon I feel pain. The foe has concentrated his power to form a lance of sorts, a piercing implement that digs into the wall. My defenses are spread out while his attack is focused. On a whim, I focus and the wall of thorns starts moving, its many roots and branches shifting against each other in a din of cracks and groans. The assault is dispersed.

The mage tries again and I realize that I could keep going for a while, blocking him out entirely.

But where would be the fun in that?

With the slightest effort of will, I allow the defenses to part and a form crashes through the brambles. It is, for a word, monstrous. The vampire mind mage’s appearance is that of a savage beast, lithe and powerful with four limbs surging from a muscular back like featherless wings. He has pale skin over powerful muscles. His appearance reflects his expertise in the field of mind magic.

Brambles and thorns from walls lash as he passes by, much more reactive than they were during the last incursion into my mind. I smirk as he stops and lifts a hand to his face when he realizes that the scratch I inflicted is not healing. In his moment of hesitation, countless ropes have surged and taken him in their lethal embrace. The intruder forces his way out, the passive defenses unable to stop him, and yet, for every step forward, they harvest their pound of flesh. 

The mage loses patience, I can feel it in his demeanor. He moves forward and, instead of following the torturous path, smashes his way through a wall of greeneries.

For a moment, I think that he has gone mad as the half-collapsed vegetation smothers him completely, but he melts forward and reappears a few paces away, some of his wounds closed. He does it a certain number of times and hits a wall.

The sanctum of my mind only has one entrance. He lashes at the unyielding stone but this is no true barrier, just a visualization of the limits of my mind. there is no going through here. To his credit, he realizes it immediately and runs off before the vegetation can crash on him, making his way to the central plaza where most of my defenses await. At first, he crashes through another wall but realizes that it is inefficient as the boughs and branches lash at his flesh. Even the strange healing he uses when he shifts cannot offset the gruesome, patient damage he is subjected to. Eventually, he just speeds through corridors before the thorns can react and finds the first statue, which he mangles in record time.

It does not take long for him to find the main square. He warps past the statue of Jimena, but I am directing my defenses personally now and he appears forward only for Loth’s axe to bite painfully into his flank. In his anger, he turns and destroys it but Dalton shoots him in the leg. By the time he has turned, Loth has reformed enough to punch him in the nose.

We are not, strictly speaking, fighting with flesh, yet the unexpected strike still catches him off guard and he yowls in anger. He spots my form casually reclining on the top of a fountain and claws at it with unbridled fury. The claws pass through it as if through air.

“You do know that everything here is me, right? This is just an image.” I tell his rabid maw, amused.

The distraction costs him and the largest statue, the one of the Herald, charges him with its horn. I taste more of his essence. He is a Roland Master, quite powerful. It explains his willingness to persevere instead of backing off and admitting that my defenses are solid.

The intruder keeps fighting but he cannot destroy the statues faster than I can regenerate them, and each of them scores marks in his flesh that he cannot heal easily. Even his peculiar jumps through my defenses are thwarted as I can just feel where he will appear, and direct the defenses to counter it. Soon, he despairs and rams against the door, ignoring the catastrophic gashes being dug by the defenders. Once, twice. On the third try, I allow the doors to burst open. 

The mage’s triumph turns to horror when a large fist encloses his face with unexpected speed, then a great rapier burning a fiery purple pierces his breast to the hilt.

Sinead, flanked by Sivaya, sneers before closing the door again. Their essence made me a master. They are, without a doubt, the most powerful beings to grant me their backing, even if this world stifles them. By comparison, even Constantine is a young upstart.

It is too much for the intruder. He warps back several times in quick succession, but the effort is too much and he half-collapses on his way to the outer boundary. His crawls stop when thick thorny limbs grab him.

“Not so fast,” I whisper in his ear.

☐☐☐

Five minutes later.

“Was this really necessary?” Marlan asks, clearly annoyed.

“We conducted the test exactly as your examiner made them. If you have any complaints you should direct them to him. I merely followed instructions,” I remark. 

Said examiner is quite busy lying on the ground with blood pouring from every cavity. Or at least every cavity on his head, I have not checked the others. He will recover. I let him go promptly and without inflicting too much damage. Vampire minds always bounce back quickly, I should know.

Jimena shakes her head in disgust, but her gaze is thankfully aimed at the prone form of Sylvain.

“Marlan?” she asks.

“Yes, well, I would say that you have passed with full marks. Jimena informed us that your combat abilities were significant and that we should prepare adequately, but I did not know that you were a mind mage as well?”

“I am not and have neither taste nor talent for it. My defenses are the result of Charm experience and meditation.”

Charm does not affect other vampires but mind magic, just like Sylvain uses on me, does. I simply have no reason to train for it as I would never reach the level required to use it effectively in battle. My time is better spent developing my strength.

“I will say that the results are quite impressive. I have never seen someone trap another’s spirit quite thoroughly. It will be an excellent learning experience for dear Sylvain. He was growing a bit complacent as of late. Follow me, we will now proceed with the combat examination.”

“Will you handle it, Marlan?”

“No. Octave will.”

I almost freeze in my steps. Even Jimena raises a brow in surprise.

“So, you did believe me,” she says.

“He wants to assess you personally,” Marlan tells me, “you should be honored. It is not every recruit who catches the eye of the triumvirate.”

The Order has three founders, two of whom are still active. Lorica is a visionary and primarily a diplomat. Octave is the muscle.

He is also quite possibly the second deadliest duelist on the planet. Even Malakim may lose to him, I think. In order to meet him, we walk a few more minutes and arrive in a wide sand arena large enough to host a hundred fighters. Tiers of seats allow spectators to watch the proceedings. A man with dark close-cropped hair and an impressive muscle structure awaits, wearing nothing but an open shirt and short trousers. He holds in his hand a simple blade with only a few enchantments as he checks it for defects. He lifts his gaze as we arrive and smiles.

So yes, Torran robbed my heart, but this man would have had a chance as well. He is quite manly in a good, solid way. The short hair, honest smile, and stubble give him a soldier’s charm. 

“And you must be Ariane. Jimena, it is good to see you as well. Still using Justice like a toothpick? I trust that I shall see you later tonight, hmm?”

“I have been practicing diligently,” Jimena answers without malice. It appears that the two know each other.

“Excellent. But let us test this new addition to our fine ranks, shall we? You will find your gear in that room, Ariane. Equip yourself and then come face me.”

“Can I use all of it?” I ask.

“How else can I assess you?” Octave answers genially.

The arena has doors, one of which leads to changing rooms. I find my entire gear stacked up neatly on one table and equip all of it, including the rifle. I can use it as an opening move. I return to the others to find that we have gained a few spectators, including a few of the Knight trainees who joined us last night. I get a mix of reactions ranging from outrage to disbelief when they see what weapons I have brought. They dare mock my wonderful piece of modern engineering? I will show them.

Octave casually walks to the other end of the open ground while Jimena and Marlan leave. 

“Ready when you are,” he declares, still smiling.

I lift the rifle and fire it in the same movement with a small flip of my hand.

I watch as Octave is casually standing one moment, and in a lunge, blade extended the next. He cut the bullet in two.

One of the fragments still smashed against his chest and pierced his skin, forcing some blood out. 

That man went and forgot about inertia.

I chamber the next bullet with all the speed I can muster and fire another shot. This time, he stops it with the flat of his blade as he rushes forward.

“Let there be darkness.”

An impenetrable cloud covers the area as I rush to the side and lash out with Rose, dropping my gun on the sand. He somehow dodges low and angles himself towards me. Our blades meet. 

I try my very best to keep him at bay, in vain. He does not even make any effort to see me through the spell. 

He must guess where I am from the direction of my blade.

On a hunch, I curve it and his attack is slightly to the right. I use the opening and lean backward, using my gauntleted hand to grab the big iron. In another smooth movement. I draw the Big Iron and pull the trigger as the barrel clears the holster.

Impossibly, Octave twitches at the last moment and the bullet merely hits his flank. Unfortunately for him, those are not normal bullets and a deep, bleeding gash opens, staining his shirt black.

Octave smiles. He accelerates. His movements are now less casual and playful and I have to work in earnest to stop him. Suddenly, he attacks one more and I am pushed back, forced to focus on defense to avoid being skewered. 

“Flay.”

He lightly steps to the side to avoid the spell and I realize that we have left the cloud. I attack in earnest. He somehow blocks or dodges everything I have, no matter how unpredictable I try to be. Sometimes, he moves faster than I can but most of the time he moves slower as his superior technique allows him this freedom. I try every tip and technique I learned from Torran and Nami to force him back, mixing different styles in an attempt to force a reaction. As I try to disarm him with one of Jimena’s methods, he chuckles.

“Trying my own tricks on me, are you?”

Damn. 

Out of ideas, I attempt new things. I grab for the Big Iron and, as he surges forward to stop me, cast a spell instead.

“Bind.”

The tracking chains erupt from my gauntlet as I charge towards him. He reverses course and blocks it with his forearm. Then, he pulls. We both strike at the same time and our blades block each other’s. We are very close. He headbutts me. I kick him.

“Shred.”

At this distance he cannot dodge, or rather he could but decides to block with his sword instead. Just as I expected.

The simple enchanted sword blocked two high-caliber enchanted bullets at close range, Rose’s strikes and now a spell designed to destroy inanimate material. It is too much for the simple tool. It breaks, and I see surprise for the first time in Octave’s gaze.

Or was it pleasure?

He leans under my ‘surprise’ attack and grabs my bracer, pulling me in. We are now too close to use anything but knives.

He and I claw at each other with merciless fury. His attacks dig grooves in Loth’s armor while I only manage to open tear cuts in his already shredded shirt despite using power that could rend stone to powder. Our deadly dance is frenzy without an end, and he never lets me open the distance. He is toying with me. I should feel more anger, but the fact that he treats me seriously dulls the edge of being so thoroughly outclassed. 

After a few minutes and just as Loth’s armor starts to fall apart, he moves back and raises one hand.

“Enough. Well done. You pass.”

A few applauses echo throughout the tiers.

“Already?” I ask with some surprise.

Octave chuckles again.

“Did you want me to go on?”

“Not for an assessment. I am simply astonished. I always finish this sort of fight stabbed or smashed into some elements of the landscape.”

“Oh, you will in the future. I merely did not want to delay your next test. It would not be civil of me to have them wait until you rebuild a head.”

I glare a bit, but he merely shrugs.

“A promising display,” Marlan says as he enters the arena again. “Shall we?”

I nod at Octave and follow the Praetor out after getting quickly changed. Jimena decides to stay.

“I owe him a spar,” she explains.

I am led to a small office with a pile of paper on a secondary table, with a pen and ink pot by the side.

“This will test your theoretical knowledge on a variety of subjects. All Knights and Knight candidates must choose a specialty, but I was informed that you are an expert in blood magic, magical smithing, and business.”

“I would not go so far…”

“We will test you on those. You may begin whenever you wish. I will be by the side doing paperwork, so please feel free to bother me if you have any questions. This should only take a couple of hours.”

I sit down and grab the first sheet, now realizing that sixty years after leaving the school bench for good, I am back to answering test questions. How the tables have turned. 

The first specialty questions are quite basic, merely true or false answers used to determine if the applicant has basic knowledge about their field. I am then asked to answer a few deeper questions, but again, nothing that cannot be answered in a few seconds. The last elements are practical problems that take me half an hour each. The blood magic and smithing questions are extremely basic, but the business problem deals with real estate in several European countries and — though I did my best — I am not convinced that I have been successful.

After that, I answer spoken questions from Marlan on bloodline, vampire law, and etiquette. The answers are basic at first, then increase in complexity until I am thoroughly lost.

“If a vampire from a Dvor coven is killed, its Lord is absent for a month and the suspected culprit is a visiting Lancaster Master on a diplomatic mission, who should contact the Knights in theory and who would we depend on for hospitality?”

“I have no idea.”

“Hmm. I propose that we stop here. Your combat score would be enough for us to admit you, but you also have strong knowledge of key subjects. I suppose that if we were to ask you about the Accords, you would be knowledgeable?”

“I can lawyer it with the best of them.”

“Indeed. I will make sure that you are registered for etiquette lessons, but I believe that the time has come for the final part of the process. Three of us will discuss where you are the most suited. Come.”

We move once more, deeper into the heart of the mountain. I notice a lot of unused space in long corridors and empty reception rooms. It is not so much that the fortress is understaffed as it was designed to be labyrinthine to begin with. When prompted, my guide elaborates.

“All three founders were quite taken by the Renaissance movement, despite being older than its inception. In particular, Lorica lived in Venice for a long time. Her passion for neoclassical architecture is well-known. As such, she and a few other Masters carve the mountain’s inside in their free time. What you see is the result of decades of patient effort.”

Quite impressive. It is as Loth said. He and I design weapons while architects design targets. I wisely decide to keep my remark to myself and it does not take long before we enter a square room lit by blue lanterns with a massive table in its center. Three tall, comfortable chairs line the opposite side, two of them occupied by Octave and a severe-looking woman with brown hair in a ponytail. She has sharp features and the jaded air of veteran teachers. They fall silent as we enter. Marlan sits down immediately and the unknown woman speaks first, her gaze cold and measuring.

“Greetings, Ariane. My name is Laestra, and I am in charge of the Shade training for new and returning Knights. Are you familiar with the roles?”

“Jimena told me about them, yes. The Vanguard is the fighter and assassin, the Shade is the scout and spy, the Vestal is the mage and strategist and the Voice is the leader and representative.”

“Accurate. Good. As you can imagine, many of the roles overlap. For example a well-trained Shade should be a perfect assassin. More importantly, every member of a Knight squad should be capable of playing any role satisfactorily. In particular, we do not deploy any Knight who cannot perform well in combat situations for obvious reasons. Now, what role do you think you could play?”

Oh, I did not expect that they would let me choose.

“Hm, I do not think that I would be suitable as a Vestal. My knowledge of magic remains modest and I favor direct applications for the spells I practice. I also prefer simple schemes.”

“Those are always the most likely to succeed, however we agree with your assessment. From the past events you shared with us, we can tell that you see plans as means to ends and that you prefer to adopt a more flexible approach to problem-solving,” she continues.

“Like resorting to extreme violence,” Octave suggests helpfully.

“You are capable, but we believe you do not have the perfect mindset for the role,” she finishes

“I do not think I would be a good Voice either, considering my origin. Both the geographical one and…”

“That is true for Europe only. We understand that you have always acted honorably on the American continent and managed a few feats of diplomacy. You will follow additional classes on leadership and, as I am sure Marlan mentioned, etiquette. We will reconsider this option later.”

“As for Shade, I think that I would be suitable,” I say.

No one speaks and the other examiners all studiously look at anything but Laestra’s skeptical expression.

“So, let us see previous operations and how they developed, shall we?” she says.

Uh oh.

“In eighteen twelve, you assaulted a mansion for the purpose of capturing a cell leader.”

“Yes?”

“The operation ended as a failure, with most of the manor destroyed by, and I quote, ‘pigs set on fire’.”

Uh oh.

“In the same year, you attempted to retrieve a folder from a bank vault. You ended up escaping through the backdoor after threatening an employee with a gun, then ran across half of Charleston with a Cadiz lord in tow, following which you jumped into the harbor to escape pursuit.”

“The… the documents were intact.”

“You thwarted the Ascendency attempt to trap you by opening fire on the American army with Dvergur field artillery.”

“Hey, it worked.”

“Later, your information gathering ended up in a pirate ship-to-ship canon duel.”

“Which we won.”

“You escaped capture in Marquette twenty years later by building an army and conducting a large-scale battle, again, with the liberal use of bombardment.”

“I prefer the term ‘heavy fire support’.”

“Ending in a duel that destroyed much of a street and catapulted an anvil through a general good store.”

“Technically, I used a spear. The blade just happened to embed itself in an anvil.”

“Is that so? Moving on. You set a hostile compound on fire while still in said compound, with the Dvor’s only soul smith present, three weeks after arriving in Boston.”

“There was a godling so all bets are off.”

“Moving on, you solved the werewolf problem by killing a third of the hostile pack with powder charges and an Archmage-level spell, then led the survivors in a frontal charge against their tyrannical overlord.”

I am starting to see a pattern here.

“Your expedition to Europe for the Rosenthal ended up in yet another large-scale battle against a weakened lord, which you killed. Your visit to the Dvergur land ended in a duel. You participated in the Mask Accords war and escaped encirclement with the clever use of naval artillery. Need I go on?”

“That will not be necessary,” I reply, “I believe that I understood your message.”

“I do, however, salute your efficacy as a Vanguard. All in agreement?” she asks.

“Vanguard,” Marlan says.

“Vanguard for sure,” Octave adds.

“It is done. Ariane shall join the Order as a squire and Vanguard trainee. My congratulations. Please refrain from using explosives within the complex.”

No promises.


144: Knight Training 


After the interview is done, Marlan leads me farther into the complex and up the mountain. Just as before, many of the installations remain close to the surface so that gardens and promenades abound. 

“I am surprised to see some of the tree essences,” I remark, “they should not survive here.”

“The Erenwald who joined our ranks maintain our more delicate specimens. They also take care of our Nightmares. The Knights benefit from the qualities of all those who joined our ranks.”

All the flaws too.

“Our harmony and values could be the future of vampiredom, if enough believed in it.”

“No need to sell me,” I reply in a bored voice, “I already joined your ranks.”

“No, squire, you are here because Octave may have the solution to your immature Magna Arqa problem. We are under contract, not under oath. Not truly. You know of what I speak.”

“Yes. Let me be honest, Marlan, since you have been a gracious host so far. You have someone among your numbers who cost me dearly and abused his powers to hurt me while I gave him no cause.”

“I know about Anatole. He was dearly punished for his transgression.”

“And yet here he is, in the same compound, in a position of authority. If I trusted myself less, I would have stayed on that train.”

“Knights are to leave their past grievances at the gates,” Marlan observes. I allow him to sense my annoyance and he indulges me.

“We are not blind to our own nature, of course. Past enemies will not belong to the same line of command. I merely ask you to give us a chance. There is much we can bring to each other.”

“We shall see if your actions match your words.”

My last remark kills the mood a bit, and it is in silence that we arrive at a secluded area at the end of a corridor covered in frescos. We enter a square room acting as both a meeting space and storage with an unlit hearth on the side. Large stairs lead up to a set of double doors, all in the same sober white stone. We climb and I see another square cavern with no roof, the light of the moon shining down on a lone willow tree. Grass grows a vivid green under its boughs, and a covered promenade encircles it, leading to six different doors. Marlan walks forward and rings a bell hanging against the wall. The delicate chime fills the clearing.

Vampires in simple uniforms emerge from three of the rooms, one from each, with slow but purposeful steps. They try hard, but I have frequented ancient lords and I can tell when someone is pretending not to hurry. They were waiting for this.

I study the three newcomers as they line up in perfect order. In the army, they would have been chewed out for taking their time. Here, though, the Knights contend with Masters and if we have a humble person amongst our ranks, I have not met them yet. This is merely a dance to show that, although they serve, they are not subservient. Appearances are important when instincts are involved. This is the proper way.

“Lady and gentlemen, may I present to you squire Ariane, your new Vanguard.”

They have decent aura control but I can still detect a hint of excitement behind their stony composure.

“She is the first applicant in history to wound Octave in a formal duel.”

This time, their control fails. They stare at me with undisguised surprise.

“Twice.”

Eyes bulge and brows furrow.

“With a gun.”

Auras explode, and a tall blond man with a trimmed beard and light blue eyes expresses his surprise.

“Marlan, you are doing this on purpose.”

“Of course, I am,” the older vampire agrees, “though I only spoke the truth. With this, your squad has grown to operational size.”

“Oh, good, then perhaps we can finally win a competition,” a man with a dark moustache and a reserved air says in a tone that would fit in a lawyer's office.

The last person does not speak. She is a petite woman with dark hair held in a white shawl. Her skin is tanned and her eyes drift to corners in the manner of those who are always on guard. She is a Vanheim, I can tell. The lawyer man is a Lancaster, while the blond one is an Erenwald.

His words do not surprise me. A normal squad consists of four to six members, with some redundancies but always the four roles represented. If they were to compete without a Vanguard, they would surely be at a clear disadvantage against other squads.

“I will refrain from commenting. Now, you have one night to get acquainted and help Ariane get settled. Training shall resume tomorrow. I bid you a good night. Squire Ariane, your personal effects should already be in your quarters.”

Marlan bows graciously and leaves without a sound. We stand unmoving until he has left this section of the compound, which I understand is our squad’s private barracks. I turn to my new teammates before the situation becomes awkward and bow slightly.

“Greetings. As Marlan mentioned, I am Ariane. It is a pleasure to meet you all. May I ask your names?”

“Of course. Introductions. Lars, would you do the honor?” the moustached man asks.

“My name is Lars. I am of the Erenwald. I am the team’s face.”

He waits, placid, as immobile as a statue.

That is all he is going to say?

“Well, it is good to meet our face,” I say, with a little hesitation. I expected someone… smoother.

“Our dear Lars may not be the most loquacious ambassador, but he has qualities that make up for it in my humble opinion. He has a deep understanding of law and interpersonal connections. Do you not, Lars?” the other man continues.

“You flatter me,” the man answers with the energy and passion of a dead dog.

“He is also a proficient spear user. It is just such a shame that he always loses his weapon.”

“I use javelins. I throw them,” Lars elaborates.

“He does miss quite a bit so I cannot tell the difference,” the other man continues drily, “as for me, my name is Phineas and I am of the Lancaster, though I believe that they may be regretting it now. I am the team’s Vestal on account of my accounting skill.”

That is too much.

“I beg your pardon?”

“The Knights have recognized me for my keen mind, and I am following crash courses in strategy and magic. Why, I can even name every chess piece now.”

“I do not follow. Why would an accountant join the Knights.”

“Oh, what a great story this is. Let us sit and I shall regale you with it”

There is a small table near the willow with six seats. We take positions around it, the other woman still looking at everything but us.

“A long time ago, I was a clerk laboring for the government of King George III. My work ethic was impeccable, and since no good deed goes unpunished, I was recruited in the ranks of the Lancaster. In a rather heavy-handed fashion, I may add.”

“It appears to be the common Lancaster policy” I say in agreement.

“Indeed. For a century, I labored for the cause, until I noticed a few subtle irregularities in some of our dealings with the Rosenthal consortium. I, of course, challenged them.”

“Oh dear. The Rosenthal never make mistakes.”

“They do not, and they were quite grateful that my hints allowed them to uncover embezzlement from, can you guess?”

“Your superiors.”

“Bravo, Madame. And now I am a Squire. Now, for the last member of our merry band, and then it will be your turn. Please do be patient, I do not actually know the tongue.”

What?

I watch him turn to the shawled woman, confused.

“Ahem. Lütfen, kendinizi tanıtın.”

The language is strange, and one I do not recognize. The woman glares at Phineas, or perhaps this is simply her normal expression. For the first time, she inspects me.

“My name is Esmeray. I am of the Vanheim. I am Shade.”

“A shade,” Phineas corrects.

“A shade,” she repeats, rolling her eyes.

“Phineas,” I address as calmly as I can, “what language was it that you used?”

“Turkish.”

“She speaks Turkish.”

“Indeed.”

“But not Akkad.”

“Not so far.”

“What else does she speak?”

“Old Arabic and ancient Greek, as far as I can tell.”

I would have a headache if I were still mortal.

“So, let me summarize. We have a face who does not speak…”

Lars grunts, proving my point.

“... a Vestal who does not cast spells, and a Shade who cannot communicate.”

“And a Vanguard who uses guns. Yes.”

I cannot believe the only conclusion I can draw from all those elements.

“... Are we the squad of rejects?”

Phineas nods wisely.

“Ah, I knew you were a sharp one the moment you came in.”

Dammit.

“Please tell me that you can use something more than just guns,” Phineas asks without much hope.

“I would not have landed the second shot on Octave otherwise. I am a competent fighter, I assure you.”

“I trust you, but would you mind sparring with Lars? He is the most apt among the three of us. It would help if we could assess your level.”

“Certainly.”

I stand up and Lars leaves for his apartment, returning with a steel sword and shield combo.

“You do not wish to fetch your weapons?” Phineas inquires politely.

“No need,” I answer, and materialize Rose in my hand. Seeing Lars’ expression turns sour, I feel the need to comfort him.

“I will be gentle. Ready?”

He nods. An instant later, Rose shreds the upper top of his shield to reveal his shocked face. An instant later, said shocked face is bodily grabbed and planted in the loam beneath the willow. Silence returns to the secluded garden.

“By the Eye. What bloodline did you say you were? One of the Natalis?”

“No, I am a Nirari.”

They only frown. It appears that though Marlan warned them of my arrival, he left me to introduce myself properly.

“I do not recall… Wait. Could it be? I thought that you were all insane?”

“I lucked out. And you surprise me, I assumed that our existence was common knowledge?”

“It is not. Or rather, it should be, but we have other matters to focus on such as the stock market and who we intend to backstab next. Unless... I remember mentions of a dangerous female fighter who stood side by side with lords and ladies during the last conflict.”

Aha, my reputation precedes me.

“So is it true, are you one of the only vampires in existence who can use fire?”

“No,” I reluctantly admit, “the person you heard of would be Melusine of the Lancaster…”

Ugh.

“My apologies for this lapse in my knowledge. Since we are in the same team, we will have plenty of opportunities to get to know each other.”

Lars grunts in acknowledgement. As for Esmeray, she… grows wolf ears?

I watch in amazement as a pair of long, upward, fluffy parts pop comically out of her shawl. They twitch as she directs them to the door.

I point at them, speechless. The two men wince.

“We…. we can do that!? By the Watcher!”

Then Esmeray squeals as I try to inspect the objects of my fascination, struggling against my overwhelming strength.

“Ariane, please try not to molest your teammate on the first day?” someone implores, but I do not care.

Wolf ears!

I have to try her essence.

☐☐☐

In the end, the rest of the team strongly objects to a sampling, despite my assurances that it would not be fatal, on account of ‘propriety’ and ‘she cannot give consent’ and other such details that, though important, should be considered as secondary to wolf ears. Alas. I soon leave the common area to settle down in my own personal apartments. They are Spartan, according to vampire standards, but compared to what any military provides, they are positively princely. We have a bathing area with hot running water, a study room, a bed large enough to host the full team and a walk-in closet. The quarters are sober yet cozy and intimate, with a single major difference compared to what I am used to: we are in charge of our own cleanliness.

I do not think that I have cleaned my own bedroom in decades. 

Rather than complaining about it, I simply remember the methods I was taught as a human. The Knights are still an armed force and, like all good armed forces, they require discipline. I expect fixed training hours and strict commands. Once more, the powers-that-be dance a delicate jig between control and freedom. I believe that only our willingness to be here and the oaths we took permit them to order us around. Otherwise, we would be too prickly.

I quickly unpack everything including my armor which I will not use, and change into one of the provided uniforms. They are almost my size, only a little tight around the lower back. I will have to ask for adjustment or risk them cracking at an inopportune time. A request to Phineas and a mortal seamstress comes to pick them up. Next, Lars guides me through the common areas.

This section of the underground complex is dedicated to training. Besides the lodgings for three other teams — which are off limits to us unless specifically invited — we have a sparring hall, a library, and a workshop with some of the most advanced equipment I have ever seen, Dvergur facilities included. The library also contains a spell-book section that I promise to myself that I will visit later, if I can make it past its stone-faced custodian. It takes the rest of the night to see everything and I return before dawn to realize the extent of the protection in place. Vast slabs of stone descend shortly before daylight to isolate every exit against anything but the deadliest of explosives. Even then, all dwellings are deep underground under several redundant layers of magical and mundane protection. They are also isolated from each other, so that anyone trying to take advantage of it would have to progress one chamber at a time. I inspect the enchantments themselves and realize that they are all isolated and self-contained. No one could force the gates to open from the outside because there is no lock to fiddle with. The path will remain closed come hell or high water.

Training resumes the next day.

For the first week, I am given more comprehensive tests by the individual instructors in charge of various disciplines. There are only twenty squires currently training here, which is apparently quite a bit above average, and around ten specialized instructors. It means that we have ample opportunities for individual lessons. Truly, Knight training is some of the best one can hope for on this planet.

As for the number of recruits being so high, I blame it on the current political climate. It appears that many Europeans have felt the need to ‘withdraw from the world and its vicissitudes’ recently. It certainly beats being tortured.

At the end of the first week, my team and I are set to face another in a small competition. We travel a few kilometers to a maze-like arena sitting incongruously in the middle of acres of rocks. There, we are set against team Oak.

“There are team names?” I ask Phineas as we put on the mandated armors above our uniforms.

“Yes. We are team Willow.”

“Because our common area has a willow in it,” Lars adds.

“At least we are not team Cactus…” I grumble, ignoring Esmeray’s hiss. The poor thing still has not forgiven me from manhandling her. I stopped before doing anything too daring anyway, but I understand her fear. She should be afraid.

Wolf ears. By the Watcher.

In any case, the instructors have not seen fit to forbid me the use of my own weapons, and so the four of us walk out into a dusty, gravelly square surrounded by several entrances. I bet that some amusing games could be played here. Five Master vampires exit from the opposite path. A tall instructor in charge of squad tactics awaits us in the middle, clad in his pride and a more elaborate suit of armor.

“Welcome, squires,” he says, “now that another team has reached capacity, we will be conducting a few tests to see how they perform. Team Oak, Squire Ariane has proven her ability during the aptitude test so do not hold back.”

I meet the glares of our opponents. They clearly had no intention of holding back to begin with.

“Ah, Squire Ariane, I apologize for the late notice. For the sake of the test, please do not use your firearms.”

“Of course, instructor,” I reply with a conciliatory smile.

Everyone watches as I unbuckle the belt holding the Big Iron. The massive, custom-made revolver is left on a nearby stone with an audible ‘plonk’. Let them feast their eyes on this marvel of aesthetics and technology, its silvery engraving shimmering under the light of the stars. I even have a matching purse, but sadly no opportunity to wear them together.

“Now, both teams will salute.”

We bow to our vis-a-vis.

“Please go to your respective side of the arena. You may engage on my mark. Ready?”

We do, of course, have a strategy. The strategy is that, since my team and I have not trained together yet, they would support each other and let me go to town.

“Fight!”

I sprint forward and extend Rose, sliding her under the nearest opponent's kite shield to bite into his foot.

“Bind.”

Five chains erupt from my left hand. They latch on a surprised spear-user who yelps. Her confusion increases when I use my Natalis essence to smash her into her wounded partner. The two fall into a pile, which I jump over to get at their panicking Vestal. 

“Frost whip!”

“Shield.”

I allow the spell to bounce on my defenses and dive under a small sword’s stab. A punch throws the mage against the wall. Immediately, I duck under an axe blow from one of the foes who came to aid his flailing allies, and sweep a foot under his… oh, hers. I had not realized that the axe user was a powerfully-built woman. She manages to keep her balance by dancing back and throws a counter attack which I easily deflect. I also take a step back and quickly overwhelm her with a flurry of strikes.

“Stooop!” the instructor bellows.

The fallen ones pick themselves up.

“Ah, an interesting performance. My apologies again, Squire Ariane, but I fear that for the sake of training, I will have to request that you do not use your soul weapon. It was an exemplary performance nonetheless.”

Again, I do not begrudge his attempt to limit me. In fact, I relish the challenge. The poor Oak team has done nothing to provoke me, yet I fear that tonight I must make an example out of them.

After all, I cannot force myself to lose.

I listen as the instructor offers feedback to both teams, crediting the axe woman for heading back but castigating the spear-wielder for not watching her sides. My own allies are told to stay closer to me to provide support and maximize the threat. His tone is calm and respectful to soften the blow of public criticism. He eventually gives us a short lecture on the challenges of facing a stronger opponent, then round two starts.

This time, the stout axe-woman, limber spear-user, and the shield-bearer all rush me, with the Vestal and a man wielding a dagger providing support.

“Darkness.”

The obfuscating cloud swallows them, and I enjoy the surprise on their face when they realize that they are blind as bats. Even Octave had issues perceiving me by sight, though he immediately compensated for it. Those recruits do not stand a chance. The second fight is even shorter than the first.

“Stooooop.”

The instructor’s voice feels more tired this time. We go over the effects of large-area spells, deception and diminished perception.

“Squire Ariane…”

“No spells?”

“Please.”

I remove my gauntlet and place it next to my gun. The other squad appears more annoyed and ill-at-ease than before, but if any harbor true hostility, they hide it well. I would be a bit miffed at being beaten repeatedly. Come to think of it, this is what my spars with Jarek or Torran look like.

The third round begins much the same as the second. I sent three throwing knives at the shield-bearer in quick succession, with one drawing a painful dark line across his calf. He stumbles with a curse. I step backward to avoid an axe strike and kick my assailant in the chest. 

Lars rams the spear-user with a javelin as she tries to stab me. I twist and grab her weapon while she falls. Phineas and Esmeray take my sides.

I twirl the spear in my hand in the hypnotic, distracting dance that Nami created. I am far from being her equal, yet the hum of the blurry weapon robs the last traces of hope from team Oak. I smack the axe-woman’s face with the butt of the spear, then stab from behind her at the shield man. He does not see me well, though he still manages to scramble away from the strike.

“Lethargy.”

I let the Watcher’s essence fill my nails and slap the spell away. The Vestal’s face shows considerable dismay and I use the distraction to plant a throwing knife in his gauntlet. Their flanker tries to stab me and I manage to block the attack at the last minute, although his other attack bites into my shoulder. Because the weapons are made of steel, the wound heals almost instantly.

Esmeray uses the opening to take him down.

“Bolt!” Phineas exclaims, quite pleased with himself.

A decent magical projectile emerges from his own gauntlet, only to be dispersed by the enemy Vestal’s shield. It does not seem to affect his good mood. With this, all our opponents but the Vestal are disabled and the instructor calls an end to the third round. 

We receive advice on positioning and moving as a squad, though the instructor informs us that we will be trained thoroughly on squad tactics further down the road. Even then, it is clear that he is running out of steam. You can only pretend so much before it becomes clear that our side wins simply because I outclass every other combatant by a significant margin. Some of our foes clearly received instructions in the art of battle. It simply does not compare to being tutored by Naminata the singing spear, Torran the soul smith, and Jarek the whatever-he calls-himself, possibly ‘the earthquake’ or something equally ostentatious. 

Oh, and stealing essence over sixty years of bloody battle.

I drop my throwing knives and replace them with steel training gear, something I should have done before. On the fourth set, I plant them in the axe woman’s eyes, steal the shield-bearer’s shield and bash her with it.

“Is this really necessary?” she complains.

“Sorry, holding back would be a disservice to you,” I assure her as I smack the knife-thrower into a nearby pillar.

“Stoooop!”

The shield I just threw crashes in the wall over the Vestal’s kneeling form, showering him with dust. He looks up as the steel pane falls on his nose. His reflexes save him.

“Not that I don’t appreciate the experience of facing overwhelming odds,” the knife-wielder says as he removes a blade from his shoulder, “but I think four times in a row is quite enough.”

“I fear that you are right. We will need to adjust our program. In the meanwhile, we will practice maneuvering.”

We do so. Both teams train to move through the maze while maintaining a flexible formation that protects their Vestal. We are supposed to keep an eye on the other formation without engaging. The dance feels forced and contrived. We even have an accident when Esmeray, who did not perfectly understand the nature of the exercise, throws a stone at a complaining Oak team member. I remember the smooth cooperation of the American Knights and only now realize how much effort went into reaching their level of performance. I suspect that working with vampires from different bloodlines does not come naturally. 

The training ends an hour later, and we move back to attend our respective classes. Phineas boasts that he managed to cast a spell in a combat situation. He deems it ‘encouraging progress’. I discover that he was an untrained mage before he died, but his sire did not see it fit to give him a formation, which I find unbelievable.

Lars is to study eloquence, and Esmeray, Akkad. I can only assume that it is a recent development since the results have yet to show. At all.

As for me, I find myself facing Octave in a secluded grove. As before, he wears a casual white cotton shirt and wields a training sword, this one made of steel. Steel means that he will not be afraid to cut me to ribbons.

“How did squad training go?” he asks.

“Are all recruits usually this raw?” I reply.

“No. In normal times, we mostly have one or two teams training simultaneously. Right now, we have four in total including one that is undergoing retraining.”

“Retraining?”

“Knights retire and die. Most Knights will only stay with us for a limited time. Fragments of teams are often merged together to create a new one. But enough of this. You have come here because your aura is not under control.”

“Well, to be precise, my essence…”

He lifts a hand to silence me, and I comply.

“If you could control your aura, and essence, you would not have this issue. Your essence is you. It should always obey you. A lack of control simply means that the power and emotions overwhelm your mind. Do you think that becoming a lady will fix the issue? It will not.”

Seeing that I do not object, Octave continues.

“True aura masters can mask their presence entirely. You could walk past them in the street and never realize that a vampire was there.”

“Unless I smell them.”

He snaps his fingers.

“Do not let yourself be distracted. I will help you, if only because a Knight who disables herself is of no use to us. Aura control is the perfect expression of a true warrior, because only those who master themselves can master the deadliest arts. As for the physical aspect of training, I notice that you favor mid-range engagements with that curious soul weapon of yours.”

“I merely wanted to use my superior reach,” I say.

“Lies. You don’t know how to use a sword beyond the basics,” Octave replies with a smile. “We will remedy that too.”

He swings and the sword blurs in his hand.

This might sting a bit.


145: Surface tension 


I slap Octave’s blade aside before it can bury itself in my breast, counter-attacking immediately. Our swords clink against each other, whistling through the air. We step back and forth and to the side in a lethal dance. I am fully absorbed in the fight with the help of the Cadiz essence and manage to reach a state of perfect calm and focus where my arms move faster than I can think. Instinct, experience, intuition, all guide me through a fight I cannot truly win. Right now, it does not matter. Octave leaves me an opening and I take it. A flick of my wrist, and Rose extends enough to slam against his massive chest protector.

“Good! Good. Better. You are less afraid of short range.”

“If only those I faced in short range were not all stronger than me…” I grumble. Torran, Jarek, even Malakim, they all favor close quarter combat. The only way to win against them is to deny it.

“They are only stronger because they practice more. Rose is a whip-sword, not a sword-whip, is it?”

I frown. That makes no sense?

“What do you mean?”

“Just a jest,” he says. “My point still stands. You need to be comfortable at every range or your more capable foes will notice your reluctance. Your style is very aggressive. You cannot overwhelm your foe if they can just get into your face and win. Your advantage over a spear user is that they always have to mind keeping their enemy at bay while you are much more flexible. Flexibility leads to the unpredictability that you cultivate with so much gusto. Again.”

I charge him before the second syllable is out and get a smile as an answer. The dance resumes. Octave is purposefully lowering his skills in a way that only a true master could. He gives me openings and makes mistakes that only someone a little less competent than him would do. I have to work very hard to corner him, overwhelm him with a series of movements that leave him with no choice but to take a hit. Feints and changing attacks are key. Using more strength in specific strikes thanks to the Natalis essence helps as well. After two hours, we are done and the time comes for the last leg of the exercise.

The full experience.

With the exception of my armor, which I am to discard in favor of the traditional lamellar gambeson, I am using all of my gear and facing off against Octave for his own amusement. He delights in facing off against my guns specifically, and I have worked hard to integrate them in a style designed to take him down as a result. I had to reinforce the trigger mechanism to fire faster, train to shoot twice almost instantly while drawing, and empty the whole barrel in an instant. He faces me only with his shirt and heart protector while insisting that I use my own bullets. I have run out of bullets. I had to make more bullets. The workshop master only calls me the ‘boom girl’ now, when the apprentices are not here.

I dodge a strike by leaping back.

“Flay.”

The spell surges and even alters course to strike at Octave, but he moves with impossible grace, in strange sequences that would make me blink if it was the first time. His footwork is out of this world. 

I draw and fire but he merely continues moving in those strange patterns without stopping, having once more anticipated my strategy. Our dance continues. Sometimes, I manage to nick him by shooting randomly in small clusters but it does not happen every session. I think he will grow bored of it after a while.

With this, our session ends and we bow to each other. I clean up quickly while Octave welcomes another student, this one a full Knight. I hurry to the library feeling very much like a young student hurrying to class. The stone-faced librarian welcomes me. He is an old Dvor Master who had chosen the library as his domain, an extremely strange decision that I did not dare investigate too closely.

“Welcome back, Squire Ariane.”

His name is Drakla and he is almost bald, with a white face and deep-set eyes that never blink. With a gesture, he invites me to a secluded alcove that contains a series of books piled carefully. I sit down and notice thin markers at specific spots.

“I have been considering your project. I also saw you cast and practice magic. I have come to several conclusions.”

He speaks slowly and meticulously as if words were precious. 

“You have little skill for magic. Your only decent affinity is centered around… information.”

“Information?”

“Yes. Analyzing it with your intuition. Denying it with darkness. As such, I have compiled a series of spells that will be useful to you, split in two categories. There are a few spells that relate to blood magic and, though difficult to master, will fill an important role in your arsenal. The second category contains spells designed around information gathering, information denial and deception. Although usually not worth the effort, I believe that they will be interesting assets and tools in your hands.”

“Deception you said?”

Drakla grabs a dusty old tome and opens it, showing me a strangely organic glyph, at the very limit of what a traditional gauntlet could achieve. The work on it is heterodox while remaining anchored in the ‘western standard’ magic system.

“This spell is called mirage. It will allow you to show an illusory set of movement as well as the one you are actually performing. An enhanced version exists that can mask your current position, rendering the spell even deadlier in the hands of an accomplished duelist, which I was informed you were. The strong point of this spell is that it emits light rather than acting on your target’s mind directly.”

“Meaning that people will not be able to defend against it.”

“Exactly. The spell is so fast that even a vampire could not dispel it before it has finished running its course. There are conditions beyond casting, of course. You need to visualize the feint you wish to make in the midst of battle. It will require great focus. On the other hand, my understanding is that it is not a taxing spell to use, therefore, you can use it in quick succession to overwhelm your foe.”

Between this, my unpredictability and Nami’s hypnotic movement techniques, I will be able to throw off even the most battle-hardened veterans!

“Even Octave will be unable to escape my reach,” I whisper.

“I would not count on it too much just yet, young Squire, though I applaud your enthusiasm.”

I stare at the librarian, who was once banished from Athens for killing too many young adults, and thank him.

“Now, a less combat-oriented spell. This one will allow you to see through walls as if they were windows…”

The session continues and I start collecting spells. My training in the magical arts will continue in an arena, but I will be sure to return to the library on occasion.

The next class is one on law, taught by Marlan himself. I find that a lot of common rules used throughout covens have been co-opted by Constantine when he created the Accords. After all, why discard something that had worked for centuries? This is where the issues start, however. Mask laws put the emphasis on secrecy and the respect of nation-wide directives, while Eneru unsurprisingly place the city-masters at the heart of their system. The influence a city-master wields in their domain is simply unequalled, and only legal travelers are protected from their reach. It makes the legislation between Eneru and Mask faction members in time of peace impossibly complex.

“Do not worry overmuch, there are many contradictory elements and no one cares about precedent. You simply need to be aware of the law. Most of those cases will be solved not before court but behind closed doors, with dealings and compensation,” Marlan tells me.

“What if they cannot agree?”

“Then you have a minor vampire war and that mission was a failure,” Marlan says, and I wince.

“It will happen,” he adds. “Sometimes, our kind is just looking for an excuse. The savviest Knights know when to withdraw, or when to punish.”

“We can intervene directly?”


“If you feel the need. We rarely do so. It will be covered in the squad leadership classes which you will attend later. Remember that any intervention will put you at risk, and also that half of our casualties come from politics-related issues. You do not want that to happen.” 

The lesson finishes a bit later and I rejoin my group for a small get-together. The discussion is mostly between Phineas and I, with Lars occasionally commenting. As for Esmeray, she spends this free time in full wolf form. It also explains how she can be such a good shade. Her wolf form is not the same as a werewolf’s one. Her shape is that of a normal animal, only darker, and she has a remarkable ability to hide her aura and presence in that shape. This time allows us to compare notes and to get acquainted. I spend a lot of time talking about some of my past experiences, and getting recognition for those. Phineas also has some interesting stories about people who disrespected him and how, as the accountant and paymaster of his coven, he made their lives miserable without failing his duties.

Then comes the last branch of the evening. I have agreed to a special lesson involving Anatole’s team, the more experienced Knights. It is a test. A test to see exactly where he stands, but also how much I can achieve with no equipment. 

I enter the arena set for the challenge, an empty place of sand devoid of obstacles. it will make the opposing team’s task easier. At first.

The squad trainer awaits with my opponents. My nemesis is by his side.

“Ah, Squire Ariane. Thank you for joining us,” the trainer says without malice. “Team Aspen, tonight you will practice an important skill: how to stop a rogue.”

Only a vampire could spot the minute sneer on the face of the other team’s shield-bearer. The other members are mostly guarded, their stoic bodies at attention. There are five of them, a Roland shield-bearer with little interest for subtlety, a Cadiz fencer straight out of a pirate story, an Amaretta mage with her face veiled, a young-looking Dvor covered in knives and another Cadiz with a maul. 

“The test begins now.”

I rush forward, without waiting for anything. This is a rogue fight. A rogue has no rules.

The first to react is the Amaretta. She steps back and whispers something and I almost stumble. Only years of experience keep me going.

My intuition is gone.

I feel like I had one limb removed from me and must now fight amputated. The feeling of loss claws at me, demanding satisfaction, but not now. A rogue is cunning, not smart, but cunning. I rush to the side of the shield-bearer, aiming at the maul-wielder. He is only now starting to move. I pretend to expose my flank. The shield-bearer strikes with a sword.

I roll under his blow.

The steel sword still rakes against my back. I could not adjust that well without intuition fine-tuning me, but it will suffice. I grab on his leg and bite behind his knee.

I taste the barest hint of essence but I do not draw it.

A sword skewers me, missing my heart by a finger. HURTS.

“Stop!” the trainer says, and we all freeze.

“Mannfred, remove that sword from her. You are out.”

“What?”

“A Devourer bit you. You are out. Just in case it was not clear, if a Devourer plunges their fangs in you, you are dead unless someone disables them in the following half a second. Even then… you will wish you were. The exercise resumes in three seconds. Three, two, one, go!”

I stand up and grab the sword from the shield-bearer’s semi-resisting fingers. A rogue often dislikes weapons, but a rogue is cunning.

I back away and dodge a maul strike, then twist to avoid three knives. A fourth finds my shoulder.  I brandish the sword like a javelin and find the Amaretta vampire, still hanging back. She crouches and I realize that I will not get her. She will see. GET TO THE TENDER ONE.

I roar and use all of my raw strength. The sword flies through the air at the knife wielder who fails to deflect it. His gasp of pain distracts the swordsman as I grab the knife from my shoulder and throw it at him. A rogue is cunning. I do not need intuition. Power is a crutch. Take my weapons and I can still fight. I CAN ALWAYS HUNT.

The swordsman dodges at the last moment, though he pays for his inattention with a gash to the cheek. I jump over the descending maul and bite its wielder.

“Basil, you are out.”

I sprint. The knife wielder is still removing the sword from his chest. It is planted in his sternum, a very painful wound. He has to drag the blade out handspan by handspan.

I change my target at the last moment and jump on the pirate swordsman rushing to help his companion. PAIN. His sword through my hand. I close the distance and slap him.

A claw wound would take too long to regenerate. This is not the purpose of the exercise. He goes down anyway.

The knife-thrower offers little resistance.

To her credit, the Amaretta spellcaster extends a folding quarterstaff and faces me head on. I end the fight by slamming her against the wall, but keeping her face intact as a favor.

“And stop! Full team wipe.”

I stand up and return to my side of the arena. The Knights regain theirs with obvious displeasure, except for the Amaretta woman who just brushes sand off her uniform. 

“Mannfred, why were you not ready?”

How bold of the trainer. Most of the time, criticism comes through understatements or in private. Public chastisement is a good way to antagonize us. Case in point, Mannfred hisses, showing a bit of fang.

“You always ask us to bow first.”

“Oh, do I? You stand in an arena in full armor but you also need to be told to bow to be ready?”

The instructor’s tone is cold and humorless, his point clear. Mannfred does not react, though the anger in him radiates outward. This victory brings me no joy either. They were not taking this, and me, seriously. It was a disappointing Hunt.

I lick my lips to chase away Mannfred’s essence. To bite without drawing frustrates me to no end. If it were with friends, I would not mind as much, but those people are… not truly mine. The Knights are structured like mortal orders, with some concessions made to our nature. They have not formed a coven. Its members are not mortals. We are creatures of instinct. 

I am Thirsty. CULL THE WEAK. No. This is not my decision to make.

I listen impassively as the instructor lectures his pupils.

“You have slain a rogue Kalinin a decade ago. It was a good job, neatly executed. It made you overconfident. Not all rogues are equal. You never know when you will end up facing a rogue Devourer.

“Rogue Devourers are force-fed powerful essence. Their physical abilities are like nothing you have seen before. They will be truly, utterly mad and no pain will break through the terrible Thirst gripping their insane minds. Squire Ariane is showing kindness by demonstrating an approximation of their behavior and fighting methods, but remember that they may be even worse, and it is common for Knights to fall to them. Once even an entire team,” he adds gravely, to his pupils’ horror.

Malakim.

“We will start over. Squire Ariane, the exercise begins when you move.”

I nod in understanding and wait for them to raise their weapons. I charge forward… and back out immediately.

Now, they are a Knight squad. The three front-liners work in harmony, their support keeping me pinned and disabled. The swordsman and shield-bearer keep their pressure on with light strikes while the mauler occasionally throws a devastating, powerful blow, when he knows that his allies cover him. I am still faster than any single fighter but it is not enough, not when I am practically fighting a creature with five bodies and ten hands. They manage to back me up against the wall but I use it to run and jump higher, our fight turning into a pursuit. I slap the swordsman on his greaves as he overextends and pull out almost immediately to avoid a particularly vicious hammer strike.

I am… tiring.

The night nears its end. I have studied and fought to the most of my abilities. I must now contend with the Amaretta sealing my intuition, and my own instincts pushing me to KILL.

A near miss leaves me sliding across the sand. I jump to avoid two thrown knives, too harried to even pick one up. I am not a rogue. I must act like a rogue. I must listen to my instincts. KILL THEM. DRAIN THEM DRY. I must ignore my instincts. My aura bubbles.

The hammer hits the sand, sending a wave of grit in the air.

Need... to stop or I will HUNT instead.

The face of the hammer wielder, my hands around his ears. He is quite handsome, with skin damaged by the sea and blue eyes like a Turner painting, ethereal and beautiful. A sword slices into my flesh, another. The pain is muted.

I breathe and center myself. The essence is me. The bubbles are like emotions for a mortal. They exist, but they have no impact. They do not have to spread and explode. They can simply exist.

Bubble, bubble toil and trouble sunlight burns and slit throats gurgle…

I come to. The mauler and I are still locked, close to one another, unmoving. His eyes dive into mine with rare serenity, and I slowly, slowly relax my fingers from his head. The claws have drawn a little blood but the man does not show signs of pain.

Only then do I realize the silence. Only then do I remember to close my mouth with an impossibly loud click.

“I think it would be better to stop for tonight,” I finally allow, realizing that I am surrounded by the squad and that they are, essentially, ready to kill me.

“That would be for the best. Perhaps the test was too intensive,” a smooth voice declares. To my surprise, it is Anatole.

I stand up. I was not about to Devour that man, I simply didn’t want the sand to erupt with thorny growths. I cannot express it, however. It would be admitting weakness. I cannot do that. Let them think what they will.

I leave Anatole’s team to train and look for the ‘hotel’. We have a variety of mortals sent here for short periods. Many of them come from Russia and I have some trouble talking to them, but they all know what I need. I pick up a powerfully-built forester who smells a bit of tea and jam. He slakes my thirst, to an extent. Training here is arduous. My vitality expenditure reaches heights I had not experienced since before I became a Master. Perhaps Anatole was indeed correct and I am pushing myself too far without the occasional release of a Hunt brought to its proper conclusion. I may want to look into it before my mood plummets, along with my patience.

The night ends with some relaxation. We are encouraged to pick up a hobby, and I have decided on a new one besides drawing which I feel reluctant to do here. I have decided that I will play the piano.

“You are picking up the technical aspect very fast, as you are wont to do. Unfortunately, the emotions do not convey,” a mortal with short brown air informs me, speaking French with a strong Russian accent. She blinks and averts her eyes.

“I know. I still wish to learn. Who knows, it could prove useful down the line,” I reply.

“Have you considered another instrument? Like the flute? We also offer singing classes.”

“Oh, trust me, you do not want that.”

☐☐☐

The next night, we practice moving as a team again. It appears that we have been assessed and considered wanting on every aspect of our craft, from fighting to diplomacy. As such, Team Willow will practice the basics. We move in formation through a variety of difficult terrain at increasingly higher speeds. On occasion, our formation instructor will create an event by throwing a stone in our direction or by starting a light. When that happens, we are to smoothly change direction to investigate the cause of the disturbance. We have a few false starts, and it takes a few minutes to explain to Esmeray that ‘investigate’ does not mean ‘turn furry and disappear off somewhere’. It takes hours, but eventually we manage to cooperate better.

I find the whole exercise frustrating.

I am used to running at full speed, this whole… tame maneuvering bores me. I must pay attention to alternate paths so that Lars and Esmeray can remain at my side. If there are none, I must signal and the formation closes in a single line behind me. Am I hunting, or am I herding ducklings?

Not to mention, there is nothing to find. I can feel and taste our instructor on the wind. He makes no effort to hide. We run in circles again and again without any outlet, teased by someone that only rules protect. I am going mad.

On the next night, Octave meets me outside of his training room. I feel his aura brush against mine and hiss at the disrespectful way he gauges me. Very cavalier of him!

“Ariane, what a wonderful coincidence. I was notified of a small matter requiring my attention. How would you like some werewolf blood?”

“Yes please.”


146: The Crimean Vacation 


Journal of Peter Seminov

Last night, I dreamed of rope. I felt the harsh caress of woven hemp around my neck and every wood grain of the barrel under my naked feet with unnatural intensity. The recollection was so vivid that I woke up in a jolt, drenched in my own sweat at some ungodly hour. Only when dawn came did I realize the cause of my anguish.

It has been five years since my peculiar proclivities have seen me banished from Guildford in shame, reputation ruined and social credit exhausted. It has been three years since I fastened the fateful instrument around my throat with the desire to follow Micah’s path. So willing I was to see him again that I had not cared where my decisions would lead me, only that we should be together again. To this day, I do not know what held me back. I suspect that my service to the dark ones simply brought into sharp relief the existence of a more sombre world, one where the bible — that accursed book — was more than the tradition it represented. 

I considered the works of Hieronymus Bosch that morning as I took my tea on the porch overlooking the bay of Sevastopol, the foamy waves of the Black Sea disappearing to the horizon. Was the mad Dutchman merely an individualistic visionary? Or was there something else pushing him to draw all those hellish vistas, filled with demons and lost souls? Perhaps he was granted a glimpse of the afterlife. Perhaps it was his own. I felt my sanity waver then. I grew up in an enlightened era only to see all my beliefs crashing down as I was already an adult. Fortunately, Saide saved me from my ruminations. The old Tatar woman tsked mightily as she dropped a fried ‘chebureki’ on my plate with all the grace of a bear. Her grounded nature pulled me back from those morbid thoughts, and I prepared to face the day.

Only when I read my mail did my heart skip a beat.

The dark ones were coming, two of them to be precise. They required my services. I had another day before their ship moored, bringing along my latest supply of precious teas. 

Although the news chilled me, I had to carry on with my day.

I walked down to the city as the sun shone on fort Constantine in the distance, enjoying the cool breeze coming up the shore and carrying with it the fresh scent of iodine. 

Even years after the siege, the city bore the scars of the long siege it had been submitted to by European forces. The local soldiers and people did not hold my Surrey blood against me. They saw me as an exile, and the presence of a Ukrainian grandmother gave me the aura of a lost son returned to roost. The local officers even invited me to card games where they would spend hours teaching me their specific Russian lingo, one idiom at a time. They called me Pyotr Seminovich after my ancestor. I let them.

☐☐☐

My own modest shop was but a brick house barely more elaborate than its surrounding dwellings, but it hid such treasures. I had coffee from Zanzibar, sturgeon eggs from the Caspian Sea, tea from Ceylon, and tobacco from Virginia. All the luxuries that lonely sea captains and passing travelers may desire to stave off boredom could be found in my den. Porcelains and antiques to please the lady or to show off at a marriage lined my shelves in orderly rows. In fact, my business would have never prospered were it not for the seemingly limitless supply the dark ones had afforded me, and the reasonable sums they demanded in return for their exotic goods. Oh, I harbored no doubt that the reports I wrote justified in their eyes the expense, and that some of the crates I had been instructed to leave alone hid more than mere curios. The unexpected generosity of my strange benefactors still allowed me to live a comfortable life, one that I did not deserve. I retired early after selling an assortment of chinas to be used as dowries, and spent the evening smoking and reading. My nerves, which I had believed to be jaded by the rigours of life, failed me then, for I could not sleep until late into the evening.

☐☐☐

The following day passed as a blur, and so distracted I was by the task ahead, that I nearly missed an opportunity for a social call. A Captain Solzhenitsyn — whom I had met on occasion as he spent his shore leave at the nearby casern — came to invite me for an afternoon tea, and I almost refused him, much to my dismay at that time. Finally, we regrouped on the top floor of a merchant’s dacha with a pleasant infusion, blackberry jam and barley biscuits, and the tanned officer shared with me a most alarming report.

“Beasts! Wild things!” he exclaimed, fingers gripping his ample brown beard, “we are beset by foul animals. Entire hamlets devastated. The Tatars say that Ashina, their mother she-wolf, is angry. Too many Russians, Germans, even Bulgarians settling in and changing the land. Jews too. The commander wants to send a squadron of Cossacks to hunt the beasts.”

Solzhenitsyn leaned forward then. His vast girth bumped against the tiny table and threatened our cups, yet his manic, bulging eyes glared into my soul.

“They will fail. We are not facing mere animals, Pyotr Seminovich, but something older. Veles is on the prowl. The grumpy old god may avoid the Western plains, but this place is ancient and he is passing through to ruin somebody’s day. Pah! You don’t believe me. You have spent too much time on your island, and now you have forgotten your blood. Oh, but you will see. You will see!”

No reassurance that I would keep an open mind placated the boisterous man, and he spent almost an hour extolling the deeds of ancient deities who hid from the Christian cults in the more remote recesses of the world. I gave his speech little attention, for I was still distracted by the impending arrival of my guests, and yet some of his words latched onto my heart. Indeed, hidden things existed, this I knew for certain. Perhaps there were more creatures haunting the edges of civilization, and I had found why I would be receiving visitors. As to who would be haunting whom, I knew not, and dared not consider.

I bid adieu to my graceful host with the promise to return the favor and headed to the pier, where I waited, restless, for the ship to arrive. It landed on time as the sun was setting and drew the attention of the crew. It was a modern sail and steam ship, painted a dark green so deep it was practically black, and it attracted the attention of the various crews around. The Black Sea fleet might not have been the most dangerous navy in the world, but it was the mightiest here and its members knew that here was a ship that could outrun their fastest frigates. Though it bore no obvious armament, its sinister nature prevented the local sailors from lowering their guards.

After the necessary paperwork was completed, their old and dignified captain disembarked and two dark ones walked down the gangplank with the unworldly grace that defined their kind. I recognized the man on the spot. His name was Octave, and I had met him the day I chose exile. 

He had not changed in the slightest.

Despite the wind, even now sending my hair aflutter, he was only dressed in a cotton shirt and tight leather pants that would have given him the appearance of a cavalryman were it not for his lack of moustache. He had spotted me long before I noticed him, and I met his eyes as he climbed down. Behind him walked a blonde woman with clear eyes and an impassible face that, I suppose, others would have found gorgeous, but I merely found distant. She gave me the barest inspection before returning her attention to her surroundings.

“Ah, Peter, so good to see you,” the dark one greeted with a hint of Italian accent. We shook hands and I tried not to shiver at how cold his palms were, nor at the hidden strength held in those artist’s digits. The powerful man placed a hand over my shoulder and led me back, robbing me of any illusion of agency.

“Will you be staying the night?” I asked with a weak voice.

“We have made our own arrangements. You are welcome to join me, by the way. I am sure that you miss speaking the tongue of Oscar Wilde.”

The double-entendre was thick enough as to earn a condemning glare from the woman. She deliberately chastised the man in a breath-taking display of audacity, caring not one bit for social propriety. I immediately wondered if the source of her bold assurance was her nationality, as she had an American accent. 

“Octave, you are being uncouth, and flustering the poor boy.”

She wore a sarafan of good make, a traditional Russian attire in the form of a jumper dress. Hers was dyed a deep blue, and white on the chest and arms. From afar, she could pass for the daughter of an affluent merchant, but the masquerade would fail up close. Her traits were too sharp and exotic. She was also too confident. Her hair was not braided properly, instead falling freely to her shoulders. 

The implausible boldness stunned me so thoroughly that I could not help my reaction. I knew with certitude that Octave played a major role amongst the dark ones, yet she did not defer to him in the slightest.

Undeterred, we walked through the muddy streets, gathering the attention of sailors and soldiers alike, until the woman turned to inspect the cliffs in the distance and I leaned into the ear of Octave.

“Your friend fears no one, it seems. Is she perhaps an important member of your organization?” I asked.

“One with her lineage will show respect, but never deference. ”

With that cryptic remark, I gave up on the conversation to search for the origin of a curious hiss I had heard, but my inquiry remained fruitless. Octave stopped us as we were nearing my home.

“We should each go our own way,” he said. “I have preparations to make, and I was told by my dear Ariane that she had an interest in the local landmarks. Would you kindly guide her, and we shall reconvene here later tonight?”

I must have babbled some excuse then, for I soon found myself moving with the woman to the outskirts of Sevastopol proper and to the ancient Greek site of Chersonesus on a less-traveled road, our arms linked in the semblance of kinship, and my other hand grasping a lantern. We came across a detachment of hussars whose members gave me a knowing smile. I made no attempt to return them, fully aware that any expression would have betrayed the deep unease I felt at the cold skin against mine.

“There are only ruins there. The crown has already excavated the place thoroughly.” I noted, unwilling to provide false hope and risk the consequences of disappointment. I need not have bothered.

“Ruins themselves have always been an important source of inspiration, especially neoclassicism. Surely, a man of the world such as yourself should know this?” she asked in a courteous yet curt tone. Her voice carried despite the wind, and I found myself shivering in the rapidly cooling air, against which my meagre jacket offered little protection. If the temperature bothered her, she displayed no signs of it.

It took us a good hour to walk to our destination, most of it spent in silence. As luminosity declined, I feared that we might lose our way, and I was only spared floundering by my companion’s sure steps and unyielding grip. At last, we found the site, where walls of white stone still stood amidst dry grass, and the moon peeking from behind the cloud bathed the scene in an otherworldly light. There she stood, the strange dark one, in the middle of an extensive, once-flourishing city like some ill portent. Broken fragments of civilization jutted from the ground like the ruined bones of some great beast eons-dead, and yet she sang an off-tune, strange warble with a pleasant face as she strolled through the remains with obvious interest. 

As for me, the memories of Solzhenitsyn's tale proscribed any warm thoughts, and the frigid wind froze me to my core. I mistook every moving bramble for the steps of beasts. The few stars visible through the cloud covers shone briefly like blinking wolves through the underbrush.

“Bloodshed has tainted the land,” I tell the wraith-like woman, “some evil is afoot!”

“I am aware,” she calmly replied.

“Are you not concerned? We are far from the city now,” I tell her with impatience, some anger at her casual dismissal, yet she simply turned and there was now something sharp in her blue eyes, which shone brightly despite the encroaching darkness.

“I am not, and you should guess why.”

She kept moving without care and for the first time tonight, I disdained my surroundings to study her, and it finally occurred to me that her steps were perfectly confident even when she left the lantern’s protective halo. It occurred to me that her gait had a predatory air that we mundane folks could not easily match, and finally, it occurred to me that I was the fool for agreeing to such a visit. Feverish thoughts of blood on corroded stone froze my heart in my chest and, to my dismay, the woman stopped and sniffed the air. 

Terror gripped me then, but the woman merely chuckled.

“You belong to Octave, Peter.”

The way she said my name showed disdain, a distance and carelessness that her next words belied.

“So long as I am around, you are one of the safest mortals out tonight, I assure you.”

My mind screamed not to believe her words, animated by some ancient instinct, and yet I remembered then that the dark ones always kept their word. I clung to this reassurance like a shipwrecked sailor to flotsam as we made our way back and I realized that the woman was not breathing. I dared not look at her anymore, instead forcing one step after another, and it took an eternity for us to find again the lights of my domain in exile. We did not go in. Instead, I followed my silent guide to a nondescript and isolated stone house at the edge of the city. She walked without hesitation through its steel gate, as though guided by some mysterious means. When I inquired about her ability, and to fill the silence which weighed so heavily upon my heart, her cryptic answer raised more questions than it solved.

“Oh, we can always find one another if we wish. Octave’s presence is more… flamboyant than most.”

She did not wait for my reaction and we quickly found ourselves on the modest ground floor of the unknown building, its only noticeable feature being banality itself. A fire crackled merrily in the hearth and I could finally recover from my ordeal. My companion sat by its side after grabbing a notebook from a nearby table. She busied herself drawing and ignored my presence entirely. I clung to the appearance of normalcy with all my might and silenced the persistent voice that told me to run.

“Octave is upstairs, if you wish to see him,” the blonde woman finally said. She had still not raised her eyes from the paper before her. She had merely offered a suggestion, yet something pushed me to obey, to seek the stairs. It was the call of the void gripping me in its inexorable embrace, for I knew that if I headed home now, sleep would elude me for another night.

The second floor consisted of a single large bedroom merged with a study. As soon as I closed the door behind me, the sounds of the world faded, until only the fire and Octave’s pen scribbling on a sheet of paper broke the eerie silence. The dark one signaled me to take a seat without turning his head, and I obeyed, noticing what occupied most of the central table. It was a map of the surrounding area.

“I take it that everything went well?” he asked as he placed his letter in an envelope.

“Yes,” I replied with hesitation, “your companion has curious interests.”

“One of the few among us who has developed a passion for the visual arts. I hope that you did not make any requests of her.”

“No. We barely spoke.”

His brown eyes captured mine as he stood up. Octave’s height and impressive physique were easily overlooked until he stood by one’s side, then it became impossible to focus on anything else.

“I should have mentioned it before. Ariane comes from a… background that gives a lot of importance to those who make requests, and expects a word given to be fulfilled. Be careful, and do not provoke her,” he warned me off-handedly.

“Is she also a warrior?” I asked, curious despite the circumstances.

“Yes, and she is one of the few with the potential to match me, one day. Come, let me show you what we will be doing.”

Surprised by the non sequitur, I follow the tall man to the central table depicting a map of the south of the Crimean peninsula, with pins set at regular intervals. Each one is adorned with a flag with dates meticulously inscribed in a neat handwriting. As I express my incomprehension, Octave elucidates the small mystery.

“Surely, you have heard of local attacks by wild beasts?” he said.

“Indeed, and they have carved a bloody path through steppes and plains alike!” I answered.

“You will be pleased to learn that we have been tracking their progress and believe that we know where they will strike next. To an extent. We shall solve this problem promptly.”

“How?” I exclaimed, “how can I, a humble salesman, face those creatures whose sharp claws have savaged so much flesh? I am no hunter!”

“We have no need for another hunter, dear Peter, we merely require someone with a good knowledge of the local dialects.”

“And you will protect us from the beasts?” I asked with natural concern.

“Us?” he scoffed. “You misunderstand. Ariane needs no protection. She came in search of an outlet.”

Despite my best efforts, I failed to school myself to hide disbelief of the highest order. Perhaps as a jest, Octave decided to further confuse me. He mistakes my confusion for fear.

“You have nothing to worry about. I will keep her in line. Enough of these boorish topics, dear Peter, why not tell me of your life in exile?”

Despite the appearance of polite interest, I recognized the predatory nature of his gaze, and yet I did not feel fear but a deep sense of loneliness. In truth, I longed to share with him the pain I felt at being pushed away from my ancestral home, and the grief that hounded me even years after the tragedy that led me here. Dark ones might be peculiar, yet they still held an interest for mortal matters that perhaps binded them more tightly to their human appearance, and so I spoke of my dreams. It was as if a great dam had failed under the tremendous pressure of a deep lake. I could no longer hold back my emotions and I spilled them like a gutted deer spills its blood, until tears ran down my cheeks and the fire had become embers. Then, Octave kissed me. He was cold and tasted of anise and fresh mint.

We spent the night together.

I am still unsure what I expected from our intercourse, but it was not the tender care he showed. I knew that any attachment I developed was bound to lead only to suffering, not just because he would not stay. Dark ones only wear the mask of civility. I have seen them kill and the memory of this event still haunts my nightmares. Despite my misgivings, I abandoned myself to our embrace and woke up the next day alone but warm. He had consumed some blood at one point or the other as a strange sensation in my neck reminded me. Somehow, the ordeal had left me feeling lighter as if a great burden had been lifted from my shoulders and I faced the day in a better mood. 

When I came back home as the sun was setting, I saw that a letter had been delivered through means unknown. The contents, written by a talented calligrapher, asked me to be ready for an evening out. I thus donned warm traveling clothes under the disapproving glare of my Tatar helper, Saide. The wizened crone grumbled about bad omens and as I waited with some trepidation for the dark ones to arrive, her remarks contributed to my frayed nerves. Although I expected it, the knock on my door jolted me like thunder. I opened it and met the pleasant face of Octave. 

“Would you like to come in?” I offered.

“I appreciate the offer but we are on a schedule. Come on out.”

I closed the door behind me and regretted it immediately, as both my companion and the mysterious woman had brought horses with them, although I was not convinced that the term would do these fearsome beasts justice. They were black as the night itself, tall as the mightiest charger, and they had an imperceptible aura of dread that forbade any approach. 

“I did not think… Should I fetch my horse?” I asked with a tremulous voice.

“No, you shall ride with me. We cannot afford to bring a prey animal,” he answered.

“A second one, in any case,” the woman added with dark mirth, and Octave frowned but refrained from chastising her. He jumped atop the creature with impossible grace and dragged me up as if I had the weight of a child. Soon, I was sitting in front of him. I would have rued the humiliating display, were it not for two vital elements. First, Octave was riding without a saddle as if it were the most natural thing. Second, his mount gave me a crimson glare and I caught lantern light reflected on sharp ivory. Those were not mortal mounts, but the man-eating mares of Diomedes themselves that we were riding into the darkness beyond the city. To my side and in front, the woman too rode, and likewise her mare had no saddle, but wore a strange light armor with a front spine like a sinister image of a unicorn. The horror I felt then was only compounded when the last of the lantern lights left us and the dark ones… let go.

I knew not how fast we went, only that the meagre rays of the moon blinking through holes in the cloud cover blurred with the speed we reached, and that the wind whipped at my face until tears filled my eyes. They dried before they could fall.

We went faster still. For one instant, we passed a sleepy hamlet of peasant hovels lit by torches, and a group of late guards jumped out of our way with cries of great fright. In that instant, I saw the dark one better. She wore a riding dress that flared behind her and she was pale, so pale. I felt hunted then, dragged forward like a wounded elk by a wild hunt of otherworldly riders. Panic rose in my chest and I only wanted to escape, to stay behind with the earthy, honest people we almost ran down. I wanted it to stop.

The woman felt it, I could have sworn that she did. She turned her fair head to the side and smelt the air like a bloodhound, then the dying light caught in the sapphire of her gaze and we went out, swallowed by the all-encompassing void. 

I closed my eyes then, and did not open them until we were stopped. Octave grabbed me by the back of my coat and lifted me once more, depositing my shivering form on the muddy ground. We were in a forest, though I could see very little. The only source of vision came from a trio of candles shining through the gaps of a derelict house’s shutters. I could not see the dark ones in the utter darkness. but I could still feel Octave’s powerful grip on my neck, as threatening as it was protective.

The dark ones spoke in a sibilant language I could not recognize. Their voices were carried by the wind as a soft whisper to an extent that I could not tell when a sentence started and the other ended. I only learned that they had come to a decision when Octave leaned into me, and his cold breath caressed my ear, carrying with it the scent of mint and anise.

“We caught the trail of our quarry, or so I believe. There are only two of them, you see? We expected more. My companion believes that they are not the ones we seek, yet may hold the answer to our questions. I believe that when a rabid pack attacks a herd of sheep, one should not care about the sake of any of its members. I hold precedence, yet I find myself harried by curiosity. You will accompany her and act as a translator.”

I nearly jumped out of my skin at such a preposterous proposal, but Octave’s grip was like iron. No matter, I would express my reserves and make him see reason.

“You would have me stand in a small room with those butchers?” I hissed, yet he merely chuckled.

“The woman will protect you, have no fear.”

“I have fear!”

His breath was close again and I felt something sharp dig through my scarf, drawing two pearls of blood.

“You would refuse me?”

I remembered then. A blur. A man dead on the pavement, head twisted at an unnatural angle. Casual disinterest.

“No, I would not dare.”

“Good. I quite like you, Peter dear. Remind yourself that we do not huddle in hovels, nor do we feel the need to cast off the darkness, hmm? Off you go then, amici.”

The woman hissed something and gripped my arm with irresistible strength. She pulled me forward. I would have fallen a hundred times if she had not kept me upright until we reached the door, upon which she banged once. Vile curses came from inside.

“Not a home then.”

She banged a second time. It proved too much for the rickety plank. It fell forward with a groan, spreading rotten splinters on a filthy ground of moldy straw. There were two men inside, dressed in scraps of fur and little else. They were as cavemen, hairy and muscular. The stench of their unwashed bodies permeated the air while the light of the candles reflected in their bloodshot eyes. They had placed their hands on rusted knives when we entered, though the improbable sight of a young blonde woman had frozen them in their tracks.

The woman sniffed the air once more and her placid expression turned into a moue of disgust. 

“An suqqam hayatu. Bah. You there, Peter. Translate for me. Ask them who they are waiting for.”

The surreal nature of the situation finally weakened my brain. I could only utter the most ridiculous of platitudes.

“Should we not introduce ourselves first?”

“Oh no, they will handle that part for us. Wolves are such simple creatures.”

Anger took over our hosts at being ignored. The woman became the center of their attention as they, too, sniffed the air with great noise. How they could perceive anything over their ungodly stench, I shall never know.

One of the men was taller and larger with rugged traits and long dark hair. The other appeared young and less assertive. It only took me a moment to realize, from the similarity of their features, that they were siblings. Silence and our intrusion had pushed the older one to his limit and he marched to the dark one with fury on his brow. He spouted a few words, which I hastily relayed.

“He asks what you are and if you are mad. He is being quite rude.”

“Tell him that I ask the questions here.”

I gaped, helpless.

“Tell him.”

I did not have the time to finish. The man swiped at the dark one with frightening speed. I heard the ghastly crack of shattered bone and he howled, clutching the crushed remains of his right hand. An instant later, he was on his back with the woman’s leather boot on his chest. She leaned forward with the amused, yet intimidating smile of a teacher who caught a student lying. 

“I ask the questions, and I asked them who they were expecting.”

I realized that the second man had moved when her foot painfully dug into the downed brother’s chest, eliciting a squeal of pain. Her eyes were now fixed on the offender. I knew with certainty that I did not want to be on the receiving end of such a brutal treatment, and endeavoured to translate her words with all haste. The older sibling proved his foolishness once more when he barked an obvious question.

“That does not sound like an answer,” the dark one commented.

I could only babble a few syllables. I finally screamed shortly after.

The woman extended her hand with exquisite slowness. One moment, there was nothing. The next, she held in her arm a jagged horror of a sword that merged the grace of the masterpiece and the painful horror of the razor in one terrifying amalgam. Its tip bit into the throat of her victim, just below the Adam’s apple. A single droplet pearled on his filthy skin.

The woman licked her lips and I saw it then. Fangs descended from her crimson lips in delicate ivory stilettos. The others saw it too, or perhaps the reality of their situation had finally pierced through their primitive skulls.

“Once more. I ask the questions. Who are they expecting?”

I relayed the terms again, and it was the youngest who answered, as the older dared not even swallow his saliva. Their accents were thick and their Russian approximative, and I gave the dark one my best opinion.

“They say that they are expecting the white shore… group? They were part of it but left.”

“Ask them how long they have been in this pigsty.”

“Only one night, miss. He says that they are on the run.”

“Ask them why they are on the run.”

“He says that his companions turned… sour? Acid? I apologize miss…”

“No need, I understand quite well.”

“Ah, miss, the young one asks if you could let them go, as the others are hot on their trails and they were about to leave. They are afraid that their foes might catch up to them.”

“Out of the question. It would truly be in their best interest if the others came.”

I had no difficulty imagining that whatever the dark one had in store for the siblings would be unpleasant, and neither did they show much surprise when I relayed her refusal. The dark one walked to a corner and opened a shutter wide. It appeared that her interest in my companions’ misfortune did not extend beyond the most basic information gathering. Left alone, and eager to break the heavy silence weighing on us, I asked the strange, primitive men their stories. To my surprise, they answered without reservation. Their horrible Russian proved only to be a minor effort in front of my determination, and I soon had a full story.

The two men were called Fedor and Kolya. The elder, Fedor, declined to share the rest of their names. I would have complained at the breach of etiquette if the rest of his tale had not captured my attention.

They were part of a tribe, though the term he used was ‘pack’, that worshipped the wolf goddess Ashina. They somehow ‘claimed her form’ which I assumed meant sharing the hygiene, scent, and living accommodations of wolves and explained quite a bit. Their tribemates had gone too far as they took in the darker aspects of the savage beast. They had started to make a sport of travelers and their excesses had only grown as the seasons passed. Fedor and Kolya had disapproved of such practice. They had managed to flee before the leader decided that their protests had to be silenced and moved west and south. Unfortunately for them, the pack was filled with vicious and vengeful members who could not tolerate any perceived slight no matter how trivial. The enraged ex-companions had pursued the pair with dogged determination. 

I understood then that the ravaged communities had been attacked to gather both information and supply, as well as allowing those merciless killers to indulge in their basest instinct. It led me to wonder what the dark ones’ interest was. So far, I had always considered their motives as too hermetic and mercurial for me to waste efforts on, but now that I was involved, curiosity needled me. It was then that Fedor made the decision to attract the dark one’s attention, to my befuddlement.

“Miss, that man, whose name is Fedor, thinks he knows what you are.”

“Fascinating,” was the reply I received, but I decided to persist if only out of belief that it was the tribesman pestering her, and that I was merely an intermediary.

“He thinks that you are what they call a Kalinin.”

She reacted then, if air pushed out of one’s nose can be called such.

“Kalinin is the name of a bloodline, dear Peter. I am not one of theirs.”

“But they are dark ones like you?”

“Dark ones?” she asked, finally turning.  

I realized my blunder then. I called them dark ones in my mind, but only by default. Indeed, those of their kind I had met had never taken the time to explain their nature.

“Dark ones will do, I suppose. The Kalinin are not too different from me, though their fascination with the divine is something I will never understand. They do maintain order around here, however, and that is how those mutts heard of them.”

“So that is why you came? To enforce order?” I asked.

“No, Peter. I am here for sport. Speaking of which, our guests have arrived. Have the two idiots follow me out.”

I translated her orders and, to my surprise, they obeyed. I was about to leave the hovel as well when a hand placed on my chest stopped me.

“You should stay inside,” the dark one said.

“But…”

“Not to worry, I promise you a good show.”

With those words, she stepped outside with the two brothers slightly behind her. Octave and the horses had disappeared somewhere in the gloomy woods, and it was enough for the pair of tribesmen to look at each other and consider fleeing. No sooner had they taken a step back that the woman hissed.

I believe that I had witnessed inhumanity when she had shown her unnatural strength, yet it was that dreadful sound that truly reminded me that we were mice before a viper. There was a difference there that even the two rugged strongmen would never bridge, not even if they practiced pugilism rigorously. A new development enfolded before they could consider their next move. I heard noises like howls made by human throats, and torches soon appeared in a half-circle before me. They surrounded the hovel on all sides, trapping us before we could even notice. The dark one showed not a trace of concern at the seemingly desperate situation. Indeed, if I had a gun, I would have considered using it on myself to escape the dreadful treatment those poor villagers had suffered, instead of as a means of defense. As it was, my fate rested in the cold hands of my benefactors.

It was not long before the torchbearers closed the distance, forcing the two siblings to huddle closer to the hovel. If I earlier believed that they were uncivilized, the dreadful appearance of the newcomers made them positively gentlemanly by comparison. Their bestial traits, mangy furs and blood-coated faces revolted me on a fundamental level. No human should ever devolve to such a dreadful state. I concluded that they must have lost their souls, if they had any.

My horror only mounted after that.

The leader of the butchers, a tall man rippling with cord-like muscles, addressed the siblings in a guttural growl that only passed as language by the laxest of definitions. His manic eyes landed on the woman and he approached her with the rest of the tribe close on his heels. He smelt the air without shame and spat a few words. His attempt to grab her was thwarted when she simply slapped his hand away. He roared, and was pushed back.

The woman spoke in that strange language of hers as if making quiet observations around a dissection table. The contrast between her graceful pose and clean clothes on one hand, and the tribesmen's feral appearance on the other, gave the scene an improbable air of mankind against nature, of inner city sophistication against the inbred degeneration of parochial hamlets. This false air, this outrageous deception lasted for a few more moments as to my inexpressible shock, the men’s bodies cracked and groaned.

They were transforming! Their flesh bubbled and expanded in a grotesque display of sorcery that left me utterly speechless. Soon, the horrendous group had taken the appearance of bastardized hybrids, chimerae of man and wolf with sharp talons and fangs that glittered in the dying light of their torches, now discarded on the ground.

They launched themselves at the woman, still as immobile as a statue.

The deception ended then when the dark one revealed her true nature. Horror at the monster’s appearance gave way to monstrous acts committed with the appearance of a human. Of the struggle that followed, I saw little as it took all of my courage not to whimper and go prone. Only flashes of memories remain of this dreadful spectacle. I saw the woman tear out a throat with her fingers and dance gracefully under a geyser of arterial blood, painting the packed snow red while her dress stayed pristine. I saw her shatter legs and jump on the back of one of the collapsing abominations. I saw her latch on its neck. At some point of the struggle, the two brothers crashed into the hovel and hid by my side. I understood perfectly.

After what felt like an eternity, but could not have been much more than half a minute, one of the hybrids with its arm missing tried to enter our haven. It was bodily dragged out. Its last whimper was silenced as my eyes were still fixed on the furrows its claws had left on the ground. 

The bout of unspeakable violence finished as abruptly as it had begun. Wafts of blood and offal turned my stomach. I threw up then, quietly and on the side. When I was done spitting, I turned to see the dark one standing above me. I was too terrified to move.

She was unharmed.

She was not even dirty.

Only a fringe of blood remained over her mouth like poorly applied rouge. 

“Octave will pursue the survivor and I shall let him have his fun. Come on then, translate for me. I have an offer for those two lost souls.”

“An offer?” I stammered.

“Indeed. We could use them for… training purposes. They will not be harmed permanently, and they will be fed and clothed. And washed. They should feel lucky. Few of us would tolerate their stench long enough to consider sparing their worthless existence. Now, talk.”

I did. Words came at a snail pace first, then faster as I felt an irrepressible need to let them know. The offers of the dark ones were not as they seemed. They would bind you until death in ever-tighter chains.

I tried to express this truth, even though I suspected that they, like their deceased fellows outside, were probably cursed. It was somehow important to be candid. My small speech was interrupted by two talons around my neck.

“You are suddenly quite talkative, Peter. Are you taking some liberties with your role, perhaps?”

I expected anger, but it appeared that no transgression could draw from her anything more than a chuckle. It occurred to me that I did not have the means to be more than a mild nuisance. That was why she had not punished me. 

“Miss… I…”

“Warning them, perhaps?”

I closed my mouth with a painful click. Once again, my reaction elicited nothing more than slight amusement.

“Oh, Peter, you are so deliciously naive. I see now why Octave finds your presence so delightful. For one as world-weary as you are, you have kept a core of innocence that only children should have. Ask them for their answer.”

I did, and was surprised at how eager they were at forfeiting their freedom. It was as if my warnings had not been understood, but simply ignored. I did not have to wait to understand the cause of their prompt decision.

“They agree.”

“Do you know why?” she immediately replied, and I found myself hesitating.

“You have considered the dangers of the offer. Now consider the alternative.”

Death.

Of course.

The two had immediately understood the nature of their world while I still held in my thoughts the Habeas Corpus and Universal rights. I was a fool. It was no longer my world.

“Two words of advice, dear Peter, then we will leave this pigsty. First, do not provoke Octave the way you provoked me. Your lover used the metaphor of the sheep and wolf earlier, did he not?”

“Yes?”

“You should remember that the shepherd cares little more for the sheep than for the wolf. Both end up skinned. As for the other advice, tell me, do you feel pity for those poor sods? Is that why you wanted to warn them against eternal servitude?”

I had no answers for that question. Perhaps I still wanted to accomplish something of note during this confusing night. Perhaps... I merely wanted to believe that I mattered.

“Before you go pitying them, ask yourself why so many villages were destroyed.”

She must have seen my confusion then, and did not wait for my answer to elaborate.

“They led the beasts there. They left clear scent trails for the others to follow.”

“What? Why?” I replied, scandalized.

“The ensuing slaughter would delay the ferals for hours. It gave the two of them the time they needed to stay ahead since a pack is naturally faster than individuals. It would have happened again until they gained enough ground or got trapped, but do not let those considerations get to your head, dear one. Even at night, there are only shades of grey.”


147: Fraternal 


Russian winter has descended upon the Ural. The cold, crisp air carries no hint of human presence. No soot, no smoke, no persistent stench of sweat and refuse. Only the vague taste of slumbering sap floats under the snow-covered boughs. At night, nothing moves, nothing but diamond powder caressed by the wind. The landscape is one of death and eternal silence, and it is on that perfect canvas that we battle.

Team Willow runs through the valley, fast and silent. Little wafts of pure darkness mask our movements from faraway observers and our speed does the rest. Phineas is to my left and Lars to my right. They move smoothly, letting me take point while covering my back. A few larger rocks and the bare trunks of Siberian firs pierce the frozen ground. Ridges abound, perfect for ambushes.

“Anytime now,” Lars says.

His predictive ability is commendable, but I would have felt the poorly veiled auras of our rival squad without help. The apprentices emerge from a bend in the path we follow and array themselves against us. All five members of the novice team Oak are present, with the addition of the Shield-bearer of the experienced team Aspen, Mannfred. The solid Roland Master wastes no time raising his sword at me.

“En guarde, Ariane!”

I salute out of respect for this man’s dedication. Out of all of them, he has made the most progress.

Our blades cross and I start the long, harrowing process of backing him against a corner. I aim for his head, uncovered hand, and feet as soon as they are exposed, forcing him to shift his defenses which he does with practiced efficacy. Meanwhile, his allies circle me and look for openings. They remain close to him so he can cover them, a lesson I taught them repeatedly.

It helps that Mannfred has been ‘volunteering’ to face me in as many exercises as he could, going so far as to forgo other classes. I start mixing mirages into my fighting style, sending false images to provide diversion and feints as the battle is joined.

On top of Mannfred, I have the rest of team Oak to contend with. Fortunately, I am supported by Lars’ precise javelin strikes and Phineas’ spells. The two work with me in harmony. They make use of their range advantage.

The melee draws out until seconds turn into a full minute. Slowly, I use my training sword and spells to chip at the other team’s focus, inflicting wounds here and there. Mannfred must finally fall back when one of his teammates overextends and I skewer him near the heart.

“I forfeit!” the wounded knight announces in a tired voice.

The fight continues and Mannfred’s allies fall one by one. They do not work with him as well as he does with his own squad, while Phineas and Lars show no mercy. The Lancaster accountant, in particular, has managed the feat of saying the wrong spell, a practice that amuses him greatly.

“Chains!” he yells, and the vanguard facing him blocks, expecting a bolt. Chains grab the axe and pull the fighter forward, providing enough of an opening that I manage to stab him as well.

“Sorry, it was a real chain spell this time.”

“Damn the Eye and your cheap tricks. Fine! I forfeit.”

I try my best to make as perfect a mirage as I can in a battle situation. I have tried them with Octave, to his delight, but it did not work because the illusory attack always ‘felt wrong’. It is not enough to cast the spell, one must visualize the movement perfectly, and one needs to visualize a movement that would be threatening enough while still being realistic. I think that without my intuition, I would never have been able to integrate it into my fighting style. I will still need a lot of time to perfect it against my most experienced foes. 

In the end, Mannfred is not Octave’s equal and I manage to slip my sword between his ribs.

“Agh! You got me. Curses. Victory is yours once more, Ariane.”

The two members of team Oak still standing step back and sheathe their blades. Mannfred frowns mightily. Like that, he looks like a broody hero of legend with a stiff upper lip and inability to ever retreat. With his thin moustache and goatee, I expect him to go after Aztec gold or to stab the nearest windmill at any time.

Rather than annoying, I find his desire to overtake me endearing. I can appreciate a persistent fighter, especially one who treats me with respect every time, and so I salute.

“Should you even be here? I expected you to stay with the rest of team Aspen,” I note.

The sturdy shield-bearer smiles ruefully. 

“Where is the honor in that? We are training to make progress, not to one-up each other. The other teams are our partners, not our rivals. We should all strive to improve through healthy emulation!”

“An admirable mindset, Mannfred. I can see how lying in wait by the enclave’s entrance would chafe for a warrior such as yourself.”

His face lights up with obvious delight.

“You know that I cannot affirm or deny the whereabouts of my team,” he states, though his smile is all the confirmation I need. Mannfred disapproves of cheap tactics when used against allies. He believes that in order to train for real situations, one must face difficulties in training. I would argue that even cheap tricks need to be rehearsed, but the proud master would dismiss it. He is a Roland, after all. I would have better chances trying to convince a rock.

“Your mastery with the shield has improved once more,” I observe. His defensive style is quite infuriating and counters me quite well. It is, after all, why he has developed it to begin with.

“I appreciate your recognition, my rival, but are you sure that you have the time for a talk? I do not see your shade…” he continues with a smile, which I return. I nod one last time at the defeated team and leave.

I can still see some resentment in the face of my foes but I have started to see them as allies and have thus gone out of my way to make my victories as painless as possible for their self-esteem. It has served me well. I hardly get any hostility. There is, after all, only one thing we value more than superficial pride, and that is victory as the current exercise demonstrates.

Our instructors have placed all four squire teams in a valley with a stone fortress on one side and a flag on the other. The first team to take the flag back wins and the three others lose. Such conditions would normally lead to a messy free for all, but one of the teams has a powerhouse that skews the odds. Team Willow cast off immediately before the others could shut us down and we found the flag undefended. Now, the other two teams are firmly entrenched near our destination’s only entrance.

We would have to force our way through to win, a difficult challenge while protecting a flag. Of course, it would be the case if I had not thought of a plan during the briefing. It must be near completion now.

“We could wait near the walls,” Phineas suggests. “No need for us to battle in the mud when we could find a comfortable stump to sit on and watch the stars.”

“I would rather not,” I reply, “team Aspen has an Amaretta. We want her to focus on me, or she might divine our scheme.”

“Fair enough.”

We run over the thick snow without leaving a trace. The fortress looms before us, a simple edifice of old stone with no real interior, barely more than a husk designed for training. Its wind-swept rooms beckon, but as we crest a ridge, defences appear.

Two squads await us in two concentric circles around the narrow entrance. The first circle consists of fighters in tight formation while the second has vestals and anyone with ranged capabilities. I spot a basic circle dug in the ice, enough to enhance spellcasting and provide a shield that several people could feed. I make no secret of my presence and all eyes quickly turn to me. A hundred paces separate us.

Lars and Phineas take their places by my side. The squads are in no rush to take us out. They wait, unmoving, under the moon shadows of the walls.

They know.

I was not entirely honest with Lars. I suspect that he let it go out of politeness because the reason for my action is not entirely rational. I simply cannot accept a draw. In that sense, I am entirely too predictable. My own essence prevents me from tolerating anything else than full conquest if it is at all achievable, and the other teams count on it to force my hand. Or so they hope.

“They stare at us, we stare at them. No one speaks. It reminds me of my family reunions with in-laws back when I was a mortal,” Phineas comments in his off-hand manner. 

“A prelude to the violence to come.”

“Precisely! Should we poke them a bit? They spent so much energy creating those defences, we might as well test ourselves.”

“Of course.”

I draw a circle on the ice and use a knife to carve a few glyphs with a quick hand. I would normally never be caught dead resorting to such inferior means. I shall consider this an exercise, a limit test, so to speak.

The other teams object.

The fighters stay where they are but the mages open fire on us, long-range spells with as much hope of hitting a moving vampire as a wet sponge has of downing an eagle. I watch the crimson bolts curve over the land.

“Phineas?”

“Shield!”

Without looking, I continue engraving the circle as my teammate blocks the attacks and Lars throws a few javelins at the mages to annoy them. The stalemate lasts until I return to the center of the circle. 

Time to apply the Librarian’s spell in a combat situation.

I call upon the glyphs and feel their power thrumming. This is blood magic at its core, a powerful yet double-edged instrument. It dives deep and takes what it needs. On most mortals, it collects a steep tithe, yet it calls to us because we understand life on a level that few others do. I let the spell draw power from me and feel it crystallize in front of my chest. Comets as small as toys and as carmine as rubies. They wait. I call for more until I have a ball the size of a large skull. It begs to be released.

“Salvo.”

The blunt, unsubtle thing explodes forward in a heavy arc, roaring like a freight train on its catastrophic descent. I am left gasping but I also smile to see the look of disbelief and horror on the others’ faces. Some of the salvo’s bolts go off in corkscrew trajectories, some go up and down. Some violently and unexpectedly swerve. Chaos rules and none can guess where the deadly things will end up, least of all me.

I am not facing some two-bits mages, however. The two vestals rally and reinforce the shield. The fighters nimbly step out of the way, easily dodging the few errant projectiles.

The spell crashes into the circle and cracks it like an egg. Vestals are sent to the ground, shaken but unhurt as they make sure to avoid the brunt of the attacks. A boom echoes throughout the valley while powdery ice is sent up in the air. The earth heaves under the assault. I do not make use of the chaos. My attack will not suffice to gain a decisive advantage and, besides, the fighters have already recovered. I just stand and enjoy the sight while a dull ache reminds me that even we cannot cast such spells freely.

Finally, the last of the unamused squires dust themselves off just as Marlan steps out of the gates. The examiner frowns and crosses his arm with displeasure.

“Team Willow wins.”

Ah, yes. The inevitability of victory when one side envisions a path and the others just wait passively. Sometimes, I feel pity for my brethren. Many of them see sanctums as inviolable, perhaps as a cultural bias or perhaps as a consequence of our inability to enter homes. I do not have that issue. I have spent too much effort breaking barriers, both physical and metaphorical.

“Ariane, if you will follow me please?”

I walk past my flabbergasted colleagues to the instructor as he does his best to mask his aura. Once more, Torran’s advice shows its true value. When a true master makes theirs perfectly flat, they are surely livid.

The fortress’ insides are hollow and not designed to protect anyone. We walk through an empty corridor to the ‘throne room’, an isolated rectangular chamber at the back of the construct with no openings. To be precise, it did not have any opening until tonight.

“Yip!” Esmeray greets. Her wolf form’s fur is small and dark. I also suspect some eldritch shenanigans that help her mask her presence to an unnatural degree. She holds the flag in her jaw. It flaps weakly in the wind provided by a circular hole that leads to the snowy expanse outside.

Marlan stops and takes a deep breath. I wait.

“I do believe that I was quite specific.”

“I did not use explosives,” I affirm.

He glares.

“Or the others would have heard it, I used a spell instead,” I admit after a few seconds.

“It costs money, time and energy to build reinforced walls.”

“And I commend the workers for building this place despite adversarial conditions. With that said, you can hardly blame me for my creative thinking.”

“I expected you to find a solution that did not involve destroying our exam grounds. We placed walls for a reason.”

“You know, I have always seen walls as aspiring doors begging to fulfill their potential.”

“This explains quite a bit. Make no mistake, I am pleased that one of our numbers could be so refreshingly resourceful. I cannot help but notice a dramatic increase in my workload since your arrival.”

“Perhaps we have more teams than usual undergoing training and I am not to blame,” I lie.

Marlan’s grumpy face shows that he remains unconvinced.

“In any case, let me congratulate you on completing this examination with a high grade. You and your team will now take part in real-life training, alongside team Aspen. I will summon you after we have returned.”

“So soon?” I ask with some surprise.

“During early training, we withhold information from recruits, as you may have noticed.”

“Yes?”

They isolate us from the world so that we may integrate more easily. I am familiar with the concept. Extremists use this method to acquire pliable subjects and to sever them from their friends and family. We recruits are aware of it, but we would not have joined if we were unwilling to play the game.

“A week ago, on Christmas day, the Polish Szlachta gathered for an extraordinary Sejm, a parliament of sorts. Now, Poland is no longer independent but tensions are running high and neither Austria nor Russia saw it fit to intervene lest they start a full-fledged revolt. The Poles do not have autocrats and the Szlachta used to elect the king. They are a sort of nobility.”

“Interesting.”

I have not studied the Polish system yet. Classes have focused on Western Europe where I am more likely to be deployed.

“The Catholic faith is prevalent there, so the Sejm voted that every spellcaster had until January the first to leave the country with whatever they can carry. Failing that, they will be burned at the stake. Pogroms and general lootings are already underway.”

“By the Watcher. Country-wide?”

“Yes.”

“But…”

“I know what you are thinking. Neither Mask nor Eneru, nor indeed the Brotherhood have much say in the conduct of the government. Our next mission will be in Krakow. You may familiarize yourself with the city before the briefing. That is all.”

And with that, he leaves. I turn to the wolf-shaped Vanheim as the wind howls through the gap of the fake fortress.

“The world has gone mad.”

“Yip.”

☐☐☐

It has been over half a year since team Willow gained its vanguard. I have made full use of their facility to improve, as have the others. One of the defining elements of my education is the lack of structure. I have studied the basics with Melusine, although she was my worst teacher by any measure, then engineering and forging with Loth. Naminata taught me the spear. Sinead showed me the intriguing potential of Charm and politics. Aisha, the American team’s Vestal, introduced intuition to me. Many others helped me learn their craft, all of them masters in their field but all of them dispersed across the world. I am attending structured learning for the first time since my mortal childhood. Never have I felt more keenly the immense value of a university.

As a result of our efforts, I can now decently understand the rules that govern our kind. I can also cast quite a few more spells, including a specific mage counter designed by my sire and left in his human-skin tome. My sword work also improved. The most telling progress is squad-based, however. Now, we move like a team instead of as a vague gathering of inhuman socialites on an outing. And their suspiciously large dog. We can fight as a unit, though I pull most of the weight in actual combat. As for our cooperation in real situations, we have not had the opportunity to test it yet. It seems that we soon will.

“The Krakow City Master, Tadeusz, has requested our assistance with two urgent tasks. The first concerns the evacuation of his coven for the duration of the pogroms. The second concerns the eradication of an organized group of spellcasters called the Raclawice Brotherhood,” Marlan explains as he lays a map upon our table.

“Why would we bother with a complicated killing when the mundane mortals should do it for us?” Lars asks, uncharacteristically talkative.

“Good question. All of the local covens have always paid tribute to Tadeusz with the exception of the Brotherhood, which has always remained in the vicinity of the city. They have entered the walls proper and set up in the Jewish quarter just after the declaration with ample weapons and equipment. Tadeusz believes that they are planning a significant operation. We agree with his assessment. We also agree that a catastrophic event that leads to mass destruction would not deter other governments from following suit, quite the contrary. For the sake of appeasement and having the mundanes lower their guard, both Mask and Eneru advocate staying in the shadows until the fanatics have slaked their thirst for blood on the more unfortunate mages.”

I have always taken a different approach on my own territory. On the other hand, I have a measure of control over most of Illinois’ armed forces, so I can afford to be more direct. 

“Team Aspen and Willow will be deployed as soon as possible. You will depart tomorrow. Ariane, one last thing. You have a visitor.”

Whoo, a visitor!

I am exchanging enough letters with Torran to know that he is somewhere around. Could it be that he came to visit? I need to tidy up my room. A quick jump and all the dubious literature with ripped bodice and ravishment disappears in my wardrobe under my spare knives. I make my way out of the fortress and into the surrounding town where a ‘visitor center’ has been installed. Now that I think about it, I am not even sure that I can bring an outsider inside of the fortress, but as I approach the squat white building reminiscent of Roman architecture, I realize my mistake. Only one aura comes from the building. It does not belong to Torran. I have only once before experienced a similar situation. I have never met this person before, yet he feels intimate. Only one person fits the profile.

While Malakim’s was hot and insane, this one exudes serenity to an extent that I wonder if he feels the Thirst at all. While Malakim’s dripped with barely contained ravenous hatred, this one is a placid pool as smooth as a mirror. I enter the bare lobby and find a tall man wearing a richly ornate yellow gambeson that falls to his knees, a fur cap, and the longest moustache that never graced a Morse’s face. Dirty blond hair falls wildly around two light blue eyes. He smiles when he sees me and bows lightly, without calculation, without expectation. He is, by far, the most peaceful of us. I can barely believe that we belong to the same community, let alone bloodline.

“Greeting Svyatoslav,” I say, returning his bow.

“Little sister. I am so pleased to meet you. You do not mind if I call you little sister, do you?”

“No,” I reply with honesty, “but I shall call you Svyatolsav for now.”

“It is agreeable. The Knights care little for hospitality, but back in my land it meant something. Would you like to have some tea?”

“With pleasure.”

Ah, the trappings of good society. I must admit, with so few Hastings joining the Knights, I have been missing the simple ritual. Svyatoslav invites me to a private room in the local inn, the only concession to comfort being a pair of pillows on the stone benches. The center of the room is dedicated to a square table, upon which Svyatoslav places a strange contraption. It looks like a large bronze vase with a chimney on top. I am stunned by the incredible details worked on its surface, and I can tell from the small deformations that this object has known the touch of fire quite a few times.

“I always bring my own samovar,” Svyatoslav explains soberly. I can tell when someone is absorbed in a task and do not wish to interrupt him for a question he may soon answer. And indeed, he does.

The Devourer opens the top of the vase and pours water from a nearby jug into the main body. I note with interest that the chimney is in fact the top of a column set vertically in the middle of the samovar. With religious attention, Svyatoslav then fills this column with pieces of wood he chips with his talons, then finishes by dropping a few burning coals he squeezes down with a branch. I watch his large scarred hands work with slow care. I know for a fact that he could be faster, more precise, but there is no point. Rituals settle us, anchor our humanity. They do not help as much as a Vassal does but they matter just as well. I personally prefer drip coffee and gun maintenance.

Finally, the loading up is done and wood smoke leaves, dragged up and outside by an air current before it can sting our eyes. The peculiar scent, so prone to permeate clothes, reminds me of my youth baking potatoes by a campfire with my papa. Heat spreads across the frigid room. In the companionable silence, we take the time to get used to each other’s presence.

I hear the water dancing against the edge of the metal and Svyatoslav caps the chimney. He removes a teapot from under the table and opens it. I can smell the powerful fragrance of dark tea. Water sings as it goes. It does not take long for a heady fragrance to spread across the room, fighting the light smoke for supremacy. Svyatoslav soon hands me a cup of liquid the color of caramel. We sip in silence. It is quite strong.

“Thank you for your patience,” he finally says. I nod. There is no need for formalities between the two of us.

“It has been quite the stressful affair to follow your progress,” he continues. “First, you are a slave, then you are dead, then alive again but tracked by the Knights. You disappear yet again and I assumed you to be destroyed, only for you to resurface for an important trial. Truly, I had never been so concerned so much for someone I had not yet met.”

“I could have done without most of it, I assure you.”

Especially the trial, the memories of which still push me to touch my fingers on occasion.

“Yes, how insensitive of me. I just wanted to express how pleased I am that you still live. Until you came, I was alone. Now, I have one who can understand what I have been through. What we have been through.”

“You are talking about… how we were made?”

“I am talking about everything. How Nirari tortures and violates every last one of us so that we bear in our psyches the fear of helplessness at his hands. How we are pariahs before we scream the beginning of our second life. How we have to smile and bow and be polite just for a chance at what the others receive as a matter of fact. We were thrown into this world like discarded rags, struggling with instincts that we did not understand and hounded every hour of every night… I do not have to continue. You know of what I speak.”

Svyatoslav stops there. For the entire speech, he displayed no signs of anger but a deep sorrow. It is an emotion that we do not experience very often, if only because there are few losses that can cause it. 

“I do not wish to complain anymore. For all our difficulties, the two of us were at least given a chance. Most of our kin did not even have that. But enough about me. Why don’t you tell me about your life? We have tea and a few hours before dawn.”

I oblige him but do not allow the conversation to center on me. After I finish telling him of the events that led to my escape from the Lancaster and my reunion with my father, I ask him to tell how his own change went.

“After our sire killed the Kalinin progenitor, he had to leave Kievan Rus in a hurry. Despite his great powers, facing blessed weapons still inflicted wounds on his body. He decided to leave a parting present, so to speak, and made me. I was to be the last trace of his wrath. It was… a difficult time. Trouble wracked Novgorod, to an extent that even my disappearance was merely blamed on the Teutons. I remember that I woke up to the corpses of my men. I was force-fed a werewolf and other creatures then sent out into the wild, a demon. I wanted to kill myself because I had been forsaken, yet I could not muster the courage. I went to find my wife and children. It… did not go well.”

As expected. I was extraordinarily lucky with my father. Most of those who were turned against their will return to their families at some point. Tragedy and bloodshed remains the norm. 

“I will spare you the details of my first years. The Kalinin were in disarray and when I offered a truce, they accepted. I was a hunter. They needed vampires to cull the population of ferocious beasts. For centuries, I have danced a delicate routine to remain powerful yet independent. The Kalinin mean well but they can be overwhelming.”

“So you have stayed independent.”

“Yes. The Vityazi and I have an understanding.”

“How do you manage the…”

How should I express it? A drive that I shared with my mortal self. An instinct beyond the instinctual.

“The conquest. Yes, I know of it too. We carry this curse and blessing as surely as the Thirst itself. Perhaps because he was the first, it molds certain aspects of our personality. Our sire is violent subjugation. Malakim kept of the drive only the destructive, vindictive aspect for he can keep none of his prizes. As for me, my approach is… outlandish.”

“What did you wish to conquer?”

“Myself.”

My reaction must have been clear because Svyatoslav laughs.

“Ah, I can see that you are unconvinced. You must understand. I always was a hunter. Self-control and patience form the core of my effort. That is why I picked the bow and why I own very little beyond a few houses, a misery compared to lords my age. And that is also why Nirari will kill you.”

His tone turns melancholic and though I would like to argue, I restrain myself. 

“I removed myself from the playing board, but you cannot. You have already chosen your path. I can see it. All successful paths of conquest are bound to collide at some point and yours is no exception. Should you live long enough, you and our sire will cross paths. You cannot win that fight.”

“You seem quite certain.”

“I am.”

“Yet I can tell that you are not trying to convince me to stop.”

“I can no more convince you than I can prevent the sun from rising. We vampires who have kept the flames of our passion burning for a lifetime possess a solid core that keeps us going forward, while the world changes so much as to become unrecognizable. We are the same. You will fight, and I have come to prepare you.”

I chuckle at that.

“You would train me for a doomed battle?”

“Yes. I have centuries of experience in combining and using our captured essence to best effect. Others see us as wild things driven by their instincts and made insane by power, but it is not power that makes us so dangerous. The Natalis are stronger. The Cadiz can focus more and the Ekon can endure pains that will make us flinch. They are still but victims before us, provided that we have survived long enough to collect essences. When I am done training you, you will be one of the deadliest warriors of this world.”

“I would never object to it and I am quite grateful. I just do not understand why you would spend time on someone who you see as doomed.”

“We are all doomed, Ariane, eternal youth or not. You just tend to forget it.”


148: Intruders 


Krakow is burning.

I wish I could have seen the city before the mob and before the persecution. Even now, the Saint Mary’s Basilica rises from the ashes around it, clad in its late Gothic glory. Ochre stone offers a counterpoint to the blood-stained snow and its many tiny windows seem to glare at the two pyres beneath. The stench of fear, offal and roasted meat saturates the air of the main market square. A few stalls lay crushed to the side.

Behind us, the convoy moves. The feet of mortals splash through the disgusting sludge. They are scared. They have a right to be scared. As the city master told us, a difficult time is upon them.

I keep an eye out for danger and remember our short interview with Tadeusz, Krakow’s resident Lord. He had given brief instructions to Anatole and then gone off to handle yet another crisis.

I was not spared a single glance.

It is, I believe, the first time that I remain anonymous in a gathering of vampires. I find the experience curious and refreshing. In America, I was always the local Devourer or Sephare’s pawn or Constantine’s apprentice. Here, I am but a faceless agent in a group charged with handling a crisis. I do not bring my reputation, network, or enemies with me. The uniform I wear replaces all those considerations. I am expected to follow orders and fulfill the mission, nothing more. The Knights handle those who pursue hidden agendas with extreme prejudice, not that I would have one considering that I have never been involved in Eneru politics beyond ravishing Torran.

I am but a cog in the great machine. Another cloaked figure, armored in leather and covered in weapons.

In fact, the only person with whom I have past grievances currently leads our mission. Though technically he may not give me direct orders, Anatole is still above me in the hierarchy. Lars leads the squad. I assume that the powers that be decided to see if we could let go of our enmity for the sake of the mission, a test of professionalism perhaps. After all, he merely tried to murder me twice for the crime of not being dead and got exiled from America as a result while I am guilty of brazenly walking around not being dead. A gray area, to be sure.

I consciously unclench my jaw and gesture to the side, not that it is needed. A mortal could hear the trampling ruckus of a band of looters approaching us. They come from the south, where the strange Wawel castle stands, alongside the old royal road. Perhaps someone saw us pass by and alerted them. Greed is a powerful motivator when faith condemns the current owners. 

We are currently escorting three carriages filled to the brim with crates and other valuable goods. Tadeusz has decided to relocate for the sake of his followers but he will not abandon his precious belongings unless he has to. At least a dozen mages and assorted help stumble from within our protective cordon. The mages are useless. You would think that someone who can bend the world to their will would be able to take care of themselves, but when said power relates to dreams or making plants grow fast, survivability suffers. I can hardly complain. I find dream-witches particularly tasty.

“We need to fend them off quickly. Other groups could find us and we might get swamped,” Lars says.

“I could shoot them,” I reply.

“It might be better to use silent weapons. Knives and spears?”

“Agreed.”

We keep heading north, out of the square and through the old streets now dotted with the occasional frozen bodies. The cart’s wheels clatter on the frozen pavement. For a moment, I think that the looters will give up the chase but even mortals can hear us from five streets away and it does not take long before their ‘outriders’ notice us. Men in dirty urban clothes, most of them young, hurry after us. I see the glint in their eyes, that manic anticipation of the hunt. I do not sympathize with it. My anger does not stem from the imbalance of power between marauding bands and fleeing refugees. It is the hypocrisy that infuriates me. At least, debased highwaymen know why they kill. Those younglings lie to themselves, committing acts of utmost savagery under the dizzying influence of fanaticism. They do not truly understand what they are doing. They will wake up in a week thinking themselves virtuous for ridding the world of devil-worshippers. Or at least, some of them will.

There is an art to breaking mobs.

The first thing to remember is that not all mobs can be broken, not without overwhelming force. Like a great beast, some will riot and bite when subjected to pain. Such is not the case here. Only a people beset by hunger or some deep-seated, enduring injustice will rouse itself to revolutionary heights. The marauders facing us are what happens when nine-tenths of a population realizes that it can feed on the remaining one with impunity. 

The second thing to remember is that, although mobs do not have a true leader, they have people who steer. We quickly find him. He is a blond-haired man wearing a leather apron with a cross sewn on it. He brandishes a blood-stained cleaver and yells imprecations, agitating the men behind him.

My first knife finds his forehead which explodes like a melon. Blood and brain-bits rain over the rest in a crimson cloud.

The third thing to remember is that being in a crowd is like being drunk, and that nothing wakes them up quite like pain and death. Lars wisely allows two seconds to pass and for the headsman, minus the head, to fall down before throwing his first javelin. It skewers a student and a baker. They squeal abominably. I walk forward.

The group dissolves. 

They run back in disarray. A few of the folks at the back only trot, still unclear as to what exactly happened. The sight of death has not quite yet hit home.

I glare at one of them and our eyes meet. He is wearing a cross and the taste of ash and sunlight caresses my lips, an eternal warning. No matter. Power is a crutch. I do not need Charm to intimidate.

As the man watches, I grab the mewling student by the neck and lift him enough for the stragglers to see Rose’s blade go through his sternum. They run. I quickly return to formation.

Our path continues north. We only come across a smaller group of looters and they run away after one look at our numbers. Soon, the tower above the Florian gate appears. We are close. 

“We must go through the gate then continue for one hundred and seventy-six meters before turning left,” Lars informs us. I memorized the map too, but not to Lars’ extent.

Someone placed a few crates on the way. It only takes Lars and Phineas a minute to move everything without reducing it to kindling. We cannot afford the noise.

“And to think that back in America, we could have had your minions do it for us,” Phineas remarks bitterly. I am personally standing at the top of one of the carts, keeping vigil.

“What are you blabbering about, Phineas? You are my minion,” I calmly reply. The enticing smell of terror emanates from our charges, distracting me. My blood consumption has increased lately, and every potential meal is all the more tempting. Sometimes, I wonder how I ever managed to get anything done as a fledgling.

Phineas hisses playfully and the mortals squirm. Delectable. Bah, I must concentrate. I pat on the caravan master’s shoulder and we go on.

A few minutes later, we reach the rendezvous point. Other carts are arrayed in a column under the watchful gaze of Team Aspen. There are corpses on the ground, signs that some enterprising pillagers tried their luck for the last time in their lives. Anatole has very little patience for transgression, real or imagined.

“Any problem on the way?” the blond twit asks in a low voice.

“One group engaged us. No damage,” Lars replies. 

“Good. Esmeray scouted the surroundings of the Barbican. She found a group lying in wait, not far from the entrance. They appear wounded.”

Anatole shows clear distaste as he looks at Esmeray’s sulking form, her arms crossed and gaze averted.

“Or at least I assume that this is what she meant, given her failure to master our language. In any case, you will make contact with them and investigate the Barbican. Esmeray mentions a… foul smell. I think. Investigate while we bring the caravan to safety, but do not engage unless the matter is urgent.”

Lars salutes.

For one moment, I am left to wonder why the experienced team is on guard while the novice team is sent scouting but it is the exact doctrine. Escorting the coven is the priority. Getting rid of our target is a secondary objective, hence why we were sent on the task.

The squad plus Esmeray returns to the city. Somewhere to the northeast of the square, the red glow of distant fire illuminates the sooty sky. Dark ash falls around us in a slow-dance hail.

“Kazimierz, the Jewish quarter,” Lars comments laconically. 

“Any chance that the fire reaches here?”

“Unlikely. The wind blows in the other direction and it will snow soon.”

Esmeray turns into a wolf and takes the lead. She prefers her wolf form, unless specifically asked not to turn. Her lithe, dark shape guides us around blockades and through small passages. At times, we take to the roofs. Standard practice is to avoid doing so too much, as those who expect vampires will keep guards above ground. I maintain that most folks never look up but what do I know?

We spot the Barbican very quickly, a squat, circular fortress situated close to the Vistula river. It is… smaller than I expected. Many small windows adorn its light brown walls and several tiny towers with pointy roofs pop from above the thick walls like exquisite, tiny decorations on a boring cake. Esmeray does not stop. She leads us to a thicket of trees nestled between two tall houses. The only access has been blocked by debris, except for a tiny opening which we do not take. I can smell blood and sweat in the air even through the ever-present, acrid stench of smoke. We take to the roofs and lean in, even Esmeray who apparently can scale vertical surfaces with her paws.

Below, we find a small patch of earth, a back garden of sorts. Half a dozen mages look around, gloved hands clenched on sabers and war scythes. I count around four guns. Another five gather around a pair of people quite busy bleeding to death. Their piteous cries are muffled. They are prey.

I am quite fascinated by the color of the blood on their weapons.

“Merghol mana hounds,” I say.

“What?”

“They have fought creatures from the dead world beyond the veil. The hounds feed off spells, which energize them. I am amazed that those mages survived at all. They must be adequate fighters as well.”

“What in the name of the Eye is the veil? What?” Phineas asks, utterly lost.

I assumed that this was common knowledge. I give them a short lecture on spheres and the new alignment, as well as portals and the only world mankind has discovered so far.

“It sounds like a shithole, pardon my French,” Phineas says, in English.

“We know enough. Let us ask our dear mages a few questions. Just drop in. Aggressive interrogation. Keep them alive.”

Like a single man, the squad lands on the pavement in silence. The sentries yell and fall back. One of them takes out an antiquated pistol and waves it around.

The group of mages is quite diverse now that I see them. I would wager that a few of them are foreigners, and my suspicions are confirmed when one of them points an accusatory finger at me and bellows in German with a proper Hanoverian accent.

“Mein Gott! You! Have you not done enough already? Have you finally come to finish what you started? Is my life so abhorrent to you?”

My fellow squad members do not stare, though I know they want to. We have to look deadly, and we do. The mages huddle in a pathetic herd.

I study the man who submitted me to such a venomous address. A bushy blond beard, plastered by sweat and grime. Manic brown eyes. A scar on his cheek.

I have no idea who he might be.

No idea at all.

“Are we acquainted?” I finally ask, in German as well.

“Kennen wir uns? Kennen wir uns? Are you mocking me, vampire?” he screams, finishing in English again.

“...No.”

This is terribly awkward. 

“Are you telling me that you are here so far away from your lands, in the city where I fled to, and that you come in my hour of darkness not to feed off my misery but by happenstance?”

This time they cannot resist. Even Lars raises a brow.

“You know the gentleman then? Perhaps he would be amenable to an exchange of information?” Phineas suggests with barely veiled mirth.

Augh. Such an uncomfortable situation.

“Yes, or rather, we are meeting by happenstance. I have no memory of you.”

And that is truly strange, as my captured Rosenthal essence should at the very least give me a hint.

“You destroyed my life! Killed my friends!” he spits, as if it made everything obvious.

“You will have to be more specific as I have destroyed many lives and killed a lot of friends,” I suggest.

“You wiped out most of my crew!”

“Again, not specific enough.”

“How can you vampires be so arrogant? Do our lives mean nothing to you?”

I cast a furtive glance towards Phineas. Why do mortals ask such rhetorical questions when the answer is both unpleasant and obvious?

“We masters have had many foes throughout the years. They are dead and we are not,” I try to explain diplomatically. His face scrunches. Perhaps I was not clear enough?

“For you, the night you lost your friends was certainly harrowing, but for me, it was business as usual. I do not even remember you.”

“AAAAAAAARG!”

What is wrong with him?

“I heard that those who lose a Vassal tend to… swing back. I had never seen it in practice,” Phineas remarks.

“Maybe your previous acquaintance does us a disservice,” Lars suggests. “Alright, enough. Get a hold of yourself. We have questions.”

“Questions?” the man screams. “Why would I ever help you?”

“Oh. This is my part, is it not?” Lars asks.

“Yes, please proceed,” Phineas encourages. Esmeray merely growls.

“Ahem,” our fearless leader says as he takes a step forward. So far, the other mages have watched out the exchange with absolute confusion, so much that they have not yet noticed that one of the wounded has passed. 

“Good people of the Raclawice Brotherhood and associated mercenaries, we are here to deal with reports of an otherworldly threat manifesting as, and I will have to quote, ‘hounds the size of bulls with their heads split open’. You may report all relevant information to me. Should you be reluctant to do so, you will share all relevant information to her.”

This is my cue. I manifest Rose and, with the flick of the wrist, crack her like a whip. The delicate links coil like a deadly obsidian snake while the blade whistles. Our little hosts take a collective step backwards.

A few courageous souls vociferate in Polish, but their betters speak in hushed tones and soon they cross themselves. Muttered prayers hiss in my ears like nails on a chalkboard.

To my surprise, they rally around a squat, old man who fills them with the fire of faith in an old bleating voice. They all wear crosses. Charm is of no use.

The man I apparently offended tries in vain to reason with them. With one last amen, spells fuse. We engage them.

The following melee is short and disappointing. While Gabrielites know to hide behind their crosses and physical shields, peppering us with bullets and prayers, those men charge bravely. They die bravely as well as we close around them like the jaws of some great predator. Knives and javelins skewer them. Our blades tear them apart. They die with dignity, with furor, but still, they die. It does not take long before I grab the last combatant by the neck and feed off him. One part of my mind rejoices at a rich bounty while the other tries to follow the ongoing conversation. Indeed, three of the fighters have decided not to join their brethren in their collective suicide. The offended man is one of them.

“Please, we do not wish to fight,” another pleads in German.

“That is most wise,” Lars says while cleaning his blade on a fallen scarf. “Now tell us about the hound things.”

“Oh, this is worse than that. Much worse.”

“How so?”

“It’s not just the hound things, sir, it’s the beings that lead them.”

Ah.

This might be highly problematic.

“They came from the portal and… they had those gems…”

“Hold on, man, start from the beginning,” Phineas says as well. Esmeray tilts her head. She doesn’t speak German.

“Right, the beginning. Of course. It all started when I was hired by the Raclawice Brotherhood a month ago. They paid us, that is the two other people here as well as a few others, to help them in their endeavor. They paid… very little but the market for mercenary work is chaotic right now, what with all the governments cracking down on us.”

“Focus please.”

“Yes. The Raclawice Brotherhood had a plan, one they did not trust us with and for good reason. You see, they kept talking about the price to pay for betrayal. We thought that they were going after a rival organization, but apparently, they wanted to go after Poland itself.”

“For turning on the mage population?”

“Yes. The Brotherhood was always made out of disgruntled fanatics. They opened a portal using a pilfered book and planned to bait the denizens of the world beyond — the hounds you mentioned. I… thought those were demons for a while.”

“I wager that you found more than hounds?”

“Monsters in human skins! Or at least, some mongrel line of white man and Mahometan and Persian perhaps! The gate had been opened for a few hours and the Brotherhood was patiently capturing one specimen after another, through the clever use of nets, when disaster struck! I, wanting nothing to do with this treachery, was on guard duty. I saw everything! One moment, the other side had nothing but dreary lands. The other, those strange men were filing out! They were all bald and wearing white cloth and strange metal armors. Some of them had gloves that shone green and red, like nothing I had ever seen. Like a star came down from heaven. But those were demonic tools because no sooner had they arrived then they started mesmerizing or manipulating or I cannot know for sure, but the mages could not move and they placed collars on them and dragged them away! I hid in the promenade inside the walls and watched. They dragged their prisoners through the portals! They were treating people like animals!”

“And you did not act?” Lars asks with a hint of disapproval. The man merely shook his head.

“There was nothing to do, dark one. Any man they approached stopped moving completely. They could not resist…”

He is telling the truth, I am sure of it.

“Some sort of mind magic, perhaps?” Phineas says.

“It could be physical shackles as well. To my knowledge, there has been no known instance of contact with sapient life on that world.” I reply.

“So we are dealing with an unknown,” Lars says.

“I am more shocked that I had never heard of those portals, you would think that this is important information,” Phineas hisses with anger. Esmeray yips in agreement. I do agree. Knights should be informed, though to be fair, I did not think to share this knowledge with the others. It simply did not occur to me.

“It matters not. We have acquired valuable information. We have a breach with dangerous hostile forces with unknown capabilities. Ariane, call it in.”

Lars finishes debriefing the mage while I find a secluded spot and cast a communication spell. Snow melts and gathers into the watery figure of Team Aspen’s Vestal. 

“Yes?”

I succinctly relay the information we gathered. Anatole’s face soon replaces that of my interlocutor.

“Team Willow is to stay put. I am now reclassifying this aspect of the mission as a category one priority. We will join you and advise. If you can, find a scouting party but do not engage. Wait until we are all there.”

“Understood.”

Lars orders the mages to stay where they are and we make for the roofs again. The Barbican remains strangely silent and, just as Anatole expected, a scouting party finally leaves its monumental gate. The group of intruders is made of three middle-sized hounds with collars held by three men holding gun-like weapons. They are indeed all bald, of a strange ethnic group and their attire is curious. They wear metal armors of excellent make, but under that I can see frayed white threads of poor quality. They are led by a man wearing even more elaborate armor. He does hold above his gauntlet a sphere of the most vivid, iridescent green I have ever seen. It looks so breathtaking that I commit the sight to memory for a future painting. The spell shines like a beacon with the dreary background of the smoldering city.

We observe the intruder’s progress.

What impresses me the most is the confident arrogance they display. Anyone with a hint of sense would realize that they are in a habitation center, and not grow overconfident. Even we tend to hide, but not them. They stroll down the street with the giddy ferocity of victors in a defeated city. I see the greed in their eyes as they slowly walk the district. Sometimes, one of them comments on something in a guttural tongue and the others snicker.

We do not act. I am part of a hierarchy now, and the decision to engage is not mine to make. I also understand why Knights are never deployed near their home territories. Were this scene to happen in Marquette, blood would have been shed already.

Anatole finds us quickly. He knew where we were thanks to Esmeray’s report. After a quick assessment, he decides on a plan of action.

“We need to assess their capabilities, that disabling spell in particular. We will surround them, then I will act as bait to identify the nature of their tool. If I fail to move or if I give the signal, you will act. Please use your ranged weapons. Ariane, you are cleared to use your gun if needed.”

“With all due respect, sir,” Mannfred says, “I will act as bait.”

Mannfred wears the heaviest armor among us. I have enchanted leather but he has plates and chainmail, also reinforced, and a heart protector that could stop one of my bullets. With his shield, he is the most likely to survive being immobilized. He is also extremely stubborn, which will help with any mental effect if applicable.

Most importantly, Anatole is too valuable. 

I highly suspect that Anatole knew that the straightforward Mannfred would take his place.

“Very well,” our fearless leader replies, “get in position.”

Our two teams easily surround the scouting party as it walks down one more deserted street. A signal and Mannfred falls out of view. He walks from behind a wall with his sword clearly shown. He truly looks like a Spanish knight from the days of yore, up to the ‘honorable to a fault’ approach.

The invader with the sphere scoffs and makes a snide remark, leading to hilarity among his subordinates. They approach Mannfred like bullies. The Vanguard stays put.

The invader lifts his gauntlet and his shiny armor reflects the iridescent hue. Mannfred freezes in his tracks. He stumbles.

One of the men takes out a collar from his belt, but the mage barks a warning and he steps back. Mannfred takes a step forward.

Something is very wrong. I feel it in the air, a domineering draw. The mage pulls on the energy around him. At his feet, the colors grey out.

Mannfred lets out a terrible roar. The three guards release their hounds which race forward. We all drop. For an instant, I think that Mannfred will be bitten, but then he charges forward with all the speed he can muster.

We are still in the air when his enchanted sword goes through the sphere. It explodes in a blinding kaleidoscope of colors. Vitality washes over me.

I have never tasted something so pure. This is the true nature of what we draw from blood. I shiver under its heady taste, but it soon fades. Mannfred is not impacted. His sword takes out the mage’s head next.

As soon as I hit the ground and move forward, I know why. The liberated vitality has settled over the area, healing it to an extent, but it feels wrong. The fabric wrinkles like peeled skin pushed back over a wound. There will be a scar. A step forward and the terrible feeling of violation intensifies.

Those… those curs!

They are stealing our world, its very life! DEFILERS. How dare they do such a thing?! It is monstrous. Unnatural! 

Is it because their world has so little life that they have been forced to harness it? Unbelievable. I stand by a panting Mannfred while the rest of both teams make short work of the hounds. They capture the three guards as well, breaking their limbs through their armor. The would-be invaders scream and show some delicious terror.

“This is better than steel,” Phineas says as he inspects their equipment, “I detect no aura, however. There are multiple dents and breaks on this one. It appears to be old.”

“Mffflgrn!” the owner protests.

“I cannot Charm them,” the Vestal says.

She tears off her victim’s helmet.

“Oh, I can now but… his lifeline is severed.”

“What?” Anatole asks.

Soon, the answer becomes obvious. The captives spasm. Blood runs from their eyes and ears. We step aside, but it appears that whatever killed them will not affect us. Lars kneels by a body and uses a knife to unclench his jaw. The maxilla breaks with a ghastly crunch.

“Poison capsule. I can still smell it. A sort of flowery aura.”

How very pedestrian of them. And here I thought that their arrogance would translate. Ah well, it rarely does.

“Mannfred, report,” Anatole finally says as his vanguard has apparently recovered. Mannfred looks sheepish, as expected from someone who destroyed an important source of information.

“The attack is mental… after a fashion. The orb contains vitality, so much vitality… as much as a whole crowd. It tried to latch onto my own but the difference was too much. Even then, the caster pushed and I could almost feel it, taste it, the sheer felicity of being joined with the sphere. Yet, when I got too close, I had a taste of this cornucopia. It was barely more than a drop, but I knew enough. The orb was made by harvesting people.”

We stop at that declaration. We are hunters. Cattle are a necessity, but only an ersatz of the real thing. Those who rely too much on cattle are frowned upon and they taste bland. The very idea of harvesting a crowd for their vitality… to adopt a systematic approach to what should be an exciting event… I can only consider it with the most visceral disgust. Only empty shells would be left of the sacrifices. 

“It also drained the life from the fabric of reality,” I remark. Anatole looks at me strangely. What? It is true. He must have felt it as well.

“It was a vulgar and blighted tool. A claw that tears and grasps without finesse, unheeding of the consequences,” the Amaretta Vestal continues. She, too, shows obvious anger.

“We must stop them,” she finishes.

“I decide what must be done,” Anatole reminds her, and she acquiesces. “Nevertheless, I am convinced by your arguments. We must close the portal before any more of those strange beings come through. Mannfred, how difficult was it to break free of the compulsion?”

“Not too difficult but I believe that nothing prepares you for it, therefore it will be harder the first time. I recommend that we focus on the casters first and try to take them out before the battle.”

“Agreed. We will scale the Barbican’s walls and attack from the roofs. Team Aspen plus Esmeray and Phineas will attack the gate directly while Ariane and Lars provide support. Unfortunately, I doubt that magic will work against them if they can indeed rip out energy from around, so we will have to get stuck in.”

“If only someone had let me take my powder charges,” I grumble.

“You can complain to Marlan when you return. Let us depart.”

Oh, I will. The restrictions on accepted doctrines is simply appalling. I was more effective when I was alone, and I did not have to wear this highly flammable, flimsy leather cuirass either. Bah, this is what I chose and their traditional training is without a match. Focus on the prize, Ariane, focus on the prize.

The two squads move carefully. We progress in the shadows of the bridge near the Barbican’s entrance and then in the angle between the rectangular entrance and the circular main body. We spot several sentries but they do not notice us while we are so close. Most of them stare away, towards the fires.

We scale the sheer wall and end up on the roof. The main structure of the Barbican is circular, open-roofed and hollow. The central court is quite small. Less than fifty people could fit in it, standing, much less now that it is cluttered with crates and foes. A handful of soldiers in metal armor mill about around a dozen lounging hounds. Soldiers come from and disappear into nearby alcoves lit by lanterns, but the main attraction is down center: a portal several yards across, and before it, two casters.

And before them, a skeleton.

I can barely believe my eyes. While all the soldiers are close enough to human to pass as one, the creature crawled out is some sort of nightmarish depiction of a mummified titan from the dawn of time. It is dead. It has to be dead. Its skin sticks to its bones and it has empty eye sockets that shine blue in the darkness. I have no idea what we are contending with.

The thing moves. It tilts its head up.

“Now, dammit,” Anatole hisses.

The eyes look up. I shoot it.

A monstrous shield, a latticed half-dome, rises from the ground. It cuts a man in two as it closes around the skeletal form.

I shoot one of the casters. The bullet hits him in the eye through the helmet and he topples backwards. Lars’ first javelin smashes against the skeleton’s protection with no effect but the next one kills the second caster. Those are heavy javelins, each one a heavy piece of steel and silver designed to go through shields and flesh alike. Despite his armor, the target is skewered through the sternum. The weapon ends up planted in the ground like a gore-covered pennant.

We have serious problems though. I grab Lars by the scruff of his neck as the warning in my head turns into a screeching crescendo. We dive. Behind us, the roof of the Barbican explodes.

All of it. Over a distance of fifteen yards. It just… disappears into a shower of rock and splinters. The skeleton had… moved its hand. 

It hit me then, the nauseous feel of the world flayed to its very fabric to fuel this creature’s spell.

This will not stand.

KILL IT NOW.

I run down the wall and hit the ground in a dead sprint. No spells, it would be useless. Rose erupts like a coiled cobra and strikes the shield. It barely shimmers. The cover and its occupant are eating the world alive. Team Aspen slaughters the helpers and hounds while Lars and I engage the targets. Phineas and Esmeray attempt to flank it.

I feel its attention settling on me like a heavy yoke. Its mere gaze has weight, the sort of pressure the truly old ones have. I do not bend.

The world dies around us.

That is the best way I can find to describe it. The world dies and the last surviving servants of the creature fall dead. We stand inside of a gouge in the world’s fabric, a necrotic wound on a healthy body. The lack of life chokes me in a way that only the loss of Dalton had done before, though it had been more painful by an order of magnitude. The shield still holds against our relentless assault, but it weakens.

The monster lifts a boney finger and one of the two spheres the casters discarded pops out. Power and life erupt from the broken tool. It grasps it and raises its hand. The temperature drops just as I use Rose’s teeth against the surface of the shield.

Magic is weakened here, I can feel it. Any spells I throw may be captured. What it cannot take is essence. It certainly tries, but just like with the Herald, our nature is too alien for drain spells to work on us. I pour as much power as I can from the Watcher’s gift in my blade and run around it. The shield groans and wavers. Team Aspen joins the fray.

The creature sighs something in its strange tongue and the temperature drops precipitously. Blood freezes and flesh cracks. Flakes form on my brows. It does not affect us. We do not mind the cold.

The shield wavers. For the first time since the battle started, the creature moves faster. Its fingers form a mesmerizing pattern as it grasps for the second sphere, only to find that it is gone.

I saw it happen. Esmeray picked it up in her maw and fled. Smart girl.

The shield groans once more. The creature turns to the portal and makes to leave, but not before gesturing.

While my instincts did not warn me against the cold spell I felt coming, they urge me now. I grab Lars and dive to the side, imitated by most of team Aspen.

Fire brushes over us, an explosion so powerful that my ears pop and my eyes bleed. I try to jump back to my feet and stumble. There is a blue flash from somewhere behind. Screams. The creature is trying to go through the portal. Oh, I think not. NOT SO FAST.

A roar and my aura explodes. Bad. I grab the power as it leaves me and pull on Rose. Her thorns wreck through the shield. Anatole is here, smashing into the protection with his twin soul blades.

The shield breaks apart with a crystalline shatter. Dark roots rise from the floor and whip at the fleeing foe’s legs. It stumbles. That is enough. Just as power leaves me and a deep fatigue fills my limbs, the rest of the Knights fall on the fallen creature with utter savagery. I can no longer follow their movements. 

The portal closes. Beyond it, I spot a few invaders and one shackled Polish mage amid a small camp. They look on with absolute disbelief at the spectacle of the creature being torn asunder. For one moment, I consider trying to kill them before giving up. There are too many of them and I do not have enough bullets. And I am not about to go through that collapsing gate. 

It closes. Team Aspen steps away from the body just as the last roots disappear in a flash of light. They are missing a member. I turn around to see a discarded war hammer near a pile of ash.

Damn. 

The survivors have not escaped unscathed either. Mannfred apparently covered their Vestal as his shield-bearing arm bears the marks of the attack. Silence returns to the Barbican. Nothing remains alive save for us.

“Team Willow, secure the place please. Esmeray, give Shania the captured artefact before you go. Shania, contain it, make sure it’s secure.”

Team Willow leaves knowing the reason why Anatole asked for privacy. I am forced to leave through the gate since I can barely walk, and I settle to wait near the bridge. As I leave, the cold that had permeated the air fades and so does the deep feeling of wrongness that came from the wound in the world. Interestingly, that feeling fades as life surges to replace the lost fabric. It will heal, in time. I suspect that it will take a while.

Team Willow returns. Aisha goes to sniff around while the other two sit by my side, knowing me to be vulnerable. Their presence is familiar and it comforts me almost as much as having my loaded gun in my hand.

“This is a disaster,” Phineas remarks. “Even though we won…”

“They know of our world. They know that we are here,” I reply.

“Yes. That other world cannot have too high a population or people would have noticed.”

“Sentient population, no. Unfortunately, those who stayed on the other side are now aware of our world and its bounty. My only comfort is that we killed the creature before it could head back and report that fire is our weakness. Or at least, I think so. Who knows what the invaders on the other side noticed.”

We keep quiet as we mull over the encounter. I cannot even fathom the consequences of this meeting. The invaders clearly had the mentality of raiders and their magic is powerful, so powerful that local mages can do nothing against them. Mundane humans should also be enslaved by the mesmerizing sphere. If the invaders find a way to open a portal from their end… I dare not imagine the consequences. Even if we find a way to contain them, their presence will be taken by the mortals as a sign of the end of times or some such nonsense. Or as something that the magical population called upon them.

We need countermeasures. We need a slurry of countermeasures. And we need explosives. I must contact Loth and Constantine. 

Team Aspen leaving the area interrupts my thoughts and we are sent to pile up the hound’s bodies to burn them. The corpses of the intruders are collected while we wait for Knight reinforcements. This is a major crisis after all. I find myself being the useless one for the rest of the night.

Over the course of the next two days, we grab every proof we can to be transported by train. The unrest wracking through the cities makes our task much harder, but we finally manage to board the train back. Our only saving grace is that low temperatures prevent the bodies from rotting. The nightmare begins when we return. Knights, as it turns out, have an overabundance of protocols and this is especially true when we have had a loss.

I had not expected that hurdle. 

We are debriefed and cross-examined by the hierarchy, though not in an aggressive way. We have to write reports on the events. Even after all is said and done, I find myself struggling to find an interlocutor.

“With all due respect, Squire Ariane, we have been at this for much longer than you have been alive,” Marlan tells me, “please trust that we will share any information that we deem relevant to you.”

“What about the major alliances? What about the Accords?”

“We will be sharing our discovery, of course. This concerns us all. With that said, and at the risk of repeating myself, you should concern yourself with your own problems and trust those who have been at this game for centuries to act responsibly. Am I being clear?”

I grumble in assent. I expected it. As someone who has played an active role in the Accords these past few decades, I have grown used to my own position. Now, I have returned to being nothing more than a cog in the great machine that is the Order. I regret the loss of agency and the lack of access to a shared information network. 

The decision to contact Constantine and my other allies is an easy one, but the execution is made delicate by the complete lack of infrastructure. The Knights have magical means of communication. Unfortunately, they are reserved for internal messaging, and without dedicated tools I would be hard-pressed to even reach Loth. I am forced to send my letters by train and hope that they will cross half of the world to their final destination like some sort of Neanderthal. Could they not install a telegraph at the very least? Ugh. I shall suggest this later.

On the second week of January, I receive an unexpected visit from Mannfred. He sits in front of me at the table of Team Willow’s base and makes a rather shocking proposal.

“Ariane, I have thought long and hard about this. We are well-equipped and well-trained to hunt down rogues and beasts, but it has now become clear that the dangers we face are of another nature. We operate with outdated arsenals and limited methods, neglecting a great many tools that would make us better. That is why I wish to suggest the addition of firearm training and anti-modern weaponry methods to our training regimen.”

“You… wish to learn how to use guns?”

“Yes. Guns and other modern tools that you have hinted at. Just imagine what we could have achieved with explosives in that last mission. Perhaps the shield would have failed before my friend died. We could have tossed them through the portals and the foes would have been blown to smithereens, hopefully carrying their knowledge with them to the grave. As it is, they have prisoners who participated in setting up the portal. They will open one. They will return. It is inevitable, and we must be ready.”

Oh yes, I have not annoyed Marlan enough with all my questions, let me rock the boat a little more. I should refuse.

“We should set up a gun shop so that you may equip us, and have the Knights acquire the materials you need.”

“Count me in!”


149: The Age of Powder and Magic 


A frigid wind blows on the dead mountain, raising powdery white ice into the air.

Cadiz essence for focus, Natalis and werewolf for strength. I draw on them in my relentless assault against Svyatoslav as he parries and dodges backward. He flows around in a liquid manner that frustrates me to no end, avoiding strikes by a hair. There are so many things to focus on. Roland essence to keep going. I use and release as needed. 

My attention falters and Svyatoslav pounces. His blade rakes my arm. It takes a lot of effort not to drop Rose. I draw on the Ekon essence to mitigate the pain and the Roland essence again to fight through it. My return strike pushes Svyatoslav back. 

“Not bad, little sister. You are making progress.”

“AAaaaugh!” I reply eloquently.

Fighting Svyatoslav, or Slava for short, irritates me to the highest degree. He has a very defensive style of fighting that uses a curved saber, and a range of movement that only Naminata could match. More than once I thought I had him, only for the nimble fighter to pull off some truly insane acrobatics. Once, he even stepped on Rose. The gall of this man! It cost him his shoe though.

“Not to worry, you will get used to it soon enough.”

“Why is it that I have to learn so many things at once! I am almost eighty years old! Why am I even in school!” I mock protest to work out my annoyance.

“Of course, to stagnate is to die,” Slava replies with a pompous air, hand brushing his long mustache. I pick up a branch and throw it at him.

“Look out! The overgrown walrus speaks,” I huff.

“No need for mockery, yes? You are doing fine. I bet you could even handle two mortals at once!”

The truth is that I am temporarily weaker. Integrating a new tool in my arsenal means retraining me to make use of it, as I had done after gaining my intuition. As I had also done after obtaining Rose. One must keep a flexible mindset in order to reach the top, it seems. Nevertheless, I am slower and more deliberate while I practice. While I am fully decked out, I need to be mindful of an ever-growing list of parameters. There is Rose and her range, my opponent, my footsteps, the flow of battle, my armor and the way it affects me or even allows me to deflect a strike instead of dodging it, my magic, my firearms, my intuition and so on. The list is long and it would have been impossible to think of everything were it not for the Rosenthal essence and the improved memory it brings. 

More importantly, I am physically weakening. I drink more, slumber longer. I find my aura harder to manage. I have shared my worries with Octave and Slava, both of whom I trust for different reasons. They showed no signs of concern and so I expect that it relates to my progress, although I still show no signs of becoming a lady.

I cannot wait for all those investments to pay off.

“The little sister is weary and distracted,” Slava remarks.

“The conclave starts later tonight. I am concerned,” I reply truthfully.

“Ah yes, you wish to convince those crusty old fools that you know better.”

“That is Mannfred’s project!”

“A proper lady does not shirk her responsibilities, is it not what the English teach their little ones?”

“I am not English!”

“They do not shirk their heritage either.”

“Please stop aggravating me.”

Svyatoslav shrugs and smiles, and we talk a bit more about his life. The ancient warlord is an endless source of anecdotes and amusing tales, some of which I highly suspected to be ‘embellished’. He carefully avoids the topic of his relationship with the Kalinin. Politics is something he understands but does not enjoy, and he often complains loudly about time wasted offering guarantees or being tactful instead of being effective. I realize why he owns few assets despite his age. He is simply uninterested in any involvement beyond what it takes to maintain the status quo. A few of the older stories also concern his family with whom he has long since lost contact. It had been too many generations. They are gone, spread out throughout the endless expanse of Russia. 

It makes him suffer. 

It has become obvious to me that Svyatoslav holds family in high regard. Whether it is born from a cultural bias or out of personal preference, I do not know. Suffice to say that he has desperately been trying to find someone who could relate and now spends as much time as he can training and socializing with me. I appreciate his company. I consider Team Willow as work acquaintances, not friends. We respect each other but we do not click in the intimate and comfortable way that I did with Jimena or Nami.

As for the rest of the Knights, my many requests and questions somewhat sour the mood. In particular, Marlan has had it with my constant nagging. Sometimes, I wonder if they realize that many of us Knights might be new to the organization but old hands at dealing with otherworldly threats. I am so used to them that I find the most threatening of them all quite fetching, if infuriating. I wonder what he and Sivaya are up to right now.

After we are done, I walk back to the compound across a small trail, leaving the snow undisturbed. No one stops me as I cross the gates and walk into the main underground complex. My feet lead me deep underground to a place I had not visited before. A powerful pair of guards let me through a small gate into the conclave room proper.

Several squads have been called back from the smoky pigsty fire that is Europe right now, as each kingdom and republic decides how to handle their own mages. The Knights have split along the different tiers of the room. Down on the ground, high wood seats around a table of polished black stone will host the officers, most of whom are fashionably late. The second tier, a bit above, hosts the bulk of the true Knights while the last tier sits on a mezzanine borne by massive Ionic columns. I find my fellow Squires leaning over the balustrade and take the stairs up.

Contrary to their habit, the Knights have eschewed white austerity in order to give their center of debate more gravitas. Pale and black frescoes cover the walls, showing heroic fighters triumphing against all odds. The ground is polished to a shine while enchanted lanterns provide a calming blue glow. I even spot a few golden leaves on a few of the characters, the only one I recognize being Octave. It must be quite nice to become old enough to have a temple dedicated to oneself. I could imagine some ancient lady visiting a museum of statues and seeing her own breasts immortalized for the ages, nipples fully on display.

Yes, I should stick to painting others. That would be best.

We settle down and I realize that Mannfred is nervous. He holds in his taloned hands a sheaf of papers covered in annotations. His speech, counter-arguments and examples are all organized by color code. I would be amazed by his dedication but I finally understood the man. Mannfred is obsessed with improving his combat capabilities. Nothing will stop him on his quest to become deadlier. I actually asked him once, if it saddened him that no amount of effort will ever allow him to match the antediluvian horrors of this world. He answered that he did not care a bit about the wrinkled old farts, he only pursued self-improvement. It was a brilliant night if he was deadlier than before when the sun rose. It was not a bad approach, not with how flexible he was with the rest. He has found his path.

Despite the ever-increasing number of vampires, the room is perfectly silent. All preparations were completed long in advance, and anything said here will be heard by dozens of ears. It would also be an admission of weakness since anyone with a bit of sense should be ready by now. Without a noise, not even the susurrus of fabric, the room fills nearly to capacity. The third tier remains the least populated by virtue of the comparatively large space we occupy with our small numbers. The Knights never have that many recruits at the same time, and those who stay with them do so for centuries.

Down in the inner circle, Octave has joined. A severe beauty in form-fitting armor and sensible brown hair tied modestly sits by his side. I also see Marlan, the Shade trainer, and another few, less important figures like the librarian. I assume that the newcomer is Lorica, Octave’s peer and one of the three co-founders of the Order.

The ceremony begins with a few oaths reminding everyone present what the Knights stand for: peace, justice, honor. They are merely repetitions of what I already agreed with and so I bow to tradition. Many of the auras flare to show sincerity. I find the experience… uncomfortable. Like bearing one’s calves to a stranger. Finally, everyone sits and the first order of the day is discussed: the current chaos engulfing most of the civilized world.

The countries where Mask’s presence is the most prevalent, mostly England and France, have decided to identify and regulate their magical population despite the objections of the Church. Spain and the Italian states have taken a more drastic route with anyone suspected of sorcery forcefully shipped off to the New World, possibly due to the power of the catholic faith there. As for Prussia, her history of ruinous religious conflicts led them to adopt a more lax approach with every major population center deciding for themselves. This has led to a few key cities like Frankfurt becoming centers for refugees. Reactions in Eastern Europe are both more diverse and more extreme. In Polish and Hungarian cities, pyres still burn, belching plumes of smoke day and night.

The reports are short and to the point, the votes, fast. Everyone already came with their own conclusions based on freely-circulating information. We squires do not have a voting right, therefore we are reduced to watching the proceedings. The Knights decide to petition Mask and convince their leadership to share the mage lists they will have inevitably acquired. Measures are taken to protect affiliated mages from persecution, and to ‘convince’ select groups and individuals to come under our benevolent rule for their own good and that of their families. 

I really should be in Marquette to take care of my territory. We live in an age of turmoil and those who adapt the best will come up on top. I simply cannot afford the risk, however. One of my saving graces is my dangerous battle potential. If my rivals know me to be unstable, they will pounce. 

I hope Melusine is fine. I almost miss her jabs.

My worries and the little interest I have in the minutiae of the proceedings almost make me miss the time. Mannfred’s petition relates to training, a minor element in the grand scheme of things. As a result, he is one of the last speakers to address the crowd. 

“Squire Mannfred wishes to present to us a proposed modification of the Knight training program. Squire, please join us on the floor,” Marlan says.

The local administrator has made his opinion clear. The official proposal was ‘improvement’ of the training program, and by forcing Mannfred to walk down instead of speaking from his seat as the others had done, he forces a ten-seconds travel down to the center of the room. Every tick of the clock stresses Mannfred’s status as an outsider. However, the Roland master is as stubborn as expected and he approaches his speech with a refreshing giddiness that the rest of us have lost.

“Ladies and gentlemen, my fellow Knights. I have little need to remind you that the world is changing faster than ever before, and so do the challenges that we face. The mundane governments have remembered the existence of magic and will soon dig deeper to see how far down the darkness spreads. The mages have spread and multiplied across the planet and now their numbers are so high that they have become a tangible concern for rulers everywhere. A new age is upon us, one we are not fully equipped to handle.”

He takes out his notes and starts quoting a few incidents in the past where the results of squads were less than optimal. All of those are instances where the Knights had to contend with new situations brought about by modernity: stopping a train, taking over a powder reserve. They are handpicked to illustrate his point.

“In all those instances, the tools used against us were not blades or magic but the inventions of man. Guns. Explosives. Engines. We are letting the mortals gain a monopoly over technological innovation. As Knights, our greatest advantage has never been the sharpest blades or the fastest bodies. It has always been cooperation and preparedness, the use of the right means in the right situation. We must no longer delay in acquiring said tools for ourselves, so that no aspects of warfare shall find us wanting. As such, I propose that we introduce firearms and firearms defense training to the curriculum, as well as optional training in powder-based sabotage, mundane lockpicking, all and anything that could be useful in our arsenal. In order to show how my proposal would affect our abilities, I have taken the liberty of exploring alternate solutions to past situations our knights actually encountered.”

I helped him with that and nod as he demonstrates how long-ranged guns would have been useful in assassinations or how powder charges could have been thrown through the portal last month. He explains that guns would offer more options against Gabrielites and essentially all faith-wielding fighters by nullifying the effects of their crosses. The presentation is not too long but it is thorough and extremely concise, and he finishes long before boredom can set in.

“Thank you for your attention. I will conclude by reminding everyone that the only way to stay at the top is to get to the new top before the others do. I have spoken.”

We do not applaud. It is not tradition. A few people nod to acknowledge his good points. Then comes the time for objections and Marlan unfortunately takes the helm.

“My fellow Knights. One could spend a lifetime studying warfare and still learn little. There are only so many hours every night and a great many subjects to cover as it has been for generations. During our history, we have encountered several innovations, but many of those have gone the way of the longbow or the catapult. And we are still practicing as we have.”

Some people chuckle. Too many people.

“Our main priority during training is not to provide as many tools as possible but to make sure that the most important ones are mastered. More Knights have fallen through history to rogues than any other causes combined. Yes, guns are fast, but their wielders are not. Very few throw the kind of projectiles that harm us. In fact, only Squire Ariane has proven to be dangerous with one, and she has both our speed and a pistol that mortals cannot handle.”

Marlan continues his objection. I can summarize his argument easily: the time investment does not make it worth the effort. We would need expanded facilities. We should focus our efforts on political pursuit. All of those are valid excuses that he exposes to undermine our point but I know the truth, he finds us annoying. Rigid minds like him search for reasons to say no instead of factual truth. Mannfred gets a chance to answer and he does, but by that time the cause is lost, as I expected. I can see annoyance and impatience in the minute changes in some of the Knights’ postures.

“The main reason why we do not consider guns as a worthwhile pursuit is that we have never tried. The Knights are deadly in battle, with or without guns. Politics will also accomplish tasks that a fist will not, but in the end, we are Knights, not envoys. Battle is our specialty and weapons our focus. All weapons. We should at the very least explore the question.”

That was Mannfred’s secondary plan in case Marlan opposes us as firmly as he has. Throw us a bone, he says, you know that we are correct and you are a bunch of arrogant, stubborn old farts. Or something of the sort. 

I might be projecting a little bit.

“Very well. Squire Ariane being our only… gunsmith...“

His words drip with disdain.

“... we will allow her to use the armory to make parts for volunteers. We will also explore anti-firearms techniques. Squire Ariane, please see me after the meeting.”

He will not have to ask me twice. I love shooting people, and I was planning on doing just that.

“I thank you for your support, Ariane. You truly are a worthy rival,” Mannfred tells me as we leave the room. Phineas rolls his eyes.

“You are welcome. I am sorry that your efforts were hampered,” I reply.

“Think nothing of it. We shall use the opportunity they granted us to demonstrate the values of guns to our kin. They might love tradition, but they love winning even more. It is only a matter of searing the lesson painfully into their flesh, bullet by bullet.”

“I commend you for your positive and wholesome attitude, Mannfred.”

☐☐☐

Later that night, I sit across from Marlan in his tidy office. He is not amused.

“Congratulations on convincing the council of your arguments,” he starts.

“Why thank you,” I reply, ignoring the small jab. We did not convince them. He made sure of it. We merely received a consolation prize, and Marlan will make sure to dispense it like a miser.

“I would still like to point out that instruction is to be taken seriously. I expect a report on how you will proceed as well as a list of the things you will need. Teaching Knights is a serious endeavor and only the most prepared and determined of teachers will be accepted. This is no game. I hope that I am making myself perfectly clear.”

As an answer, I grab a file by my side and remove my project plan, complete with possible training hours and a detailed list of supplies I will need. 

It amuses me that he would think me unprepared.

☐☐☐

The next night.

The compound arena is the only place designed for range training, and even then only the most basic one. The few vampires who use ranged weapons come to the Knights at expert level, and have no need for targets unless they stand a mile down range. My two students stand before me, ready for instruction. 

“There are a few rules about gun safety, gentlemen. Rule number one, when you are not directly looking at the gun, tiny powder fairies load it with live ammunition.”

Mannfred frowns mightily and brushes his villainous mustache while Phineas tilts his head.

“Is this an enchantment specific to this weapon that I do not know about?” the Roland master asks.

“No. Every gun is the same. That is why the consequence of rule number one is that you always treat a gun as if it were loaded, and you do not point your gun at someone you do not actively intend to shoot. Threats are fine too, but you must be willing to shoot the person if they mouth off. Similarly, keep your finger off the trigger if you’re not going to pull it. We may be able to regrow fingers but the process is quite painful, I assure you.”

“I understand. I have learned how to handle blades before,” Mannfred scoffs.

“Blades have less range and it takes quite the acrobatics to rip off your unmentionables with a twitch of your finger, therefore I advise you to mind my words and to keep the barrel pointed in a safe direction until such a time as someone gets demoted from person to target. Right now, the ground is a safe direction.”

The two accept my explanations. I have already proven myself, after all. Octave often leaves our training sessions with his shirt burned and stained. I only have my own revolver and there are two students so I pick Mannfred to start because he started the whole affair. I take my time to show Mannfred how to hold the gun properly, and a proper stance. Balance is just as important as strength when wielding my Big Iron. Thankfully, we do not have to worry about breath control.

“When you are ready, line up the sights on the target. You must focus on the front sight then align the rear sight. Once you have done so, pull the trigger. Watch for the recoil. You may begin when ready.”

At first, I thought he would aim for the head but he reconsiders and aims for center mass, thus achieving an accidental headshot.

“Not bad.”

“That thing kicks like a Nightmare!”

“Yes, a mortal may only shoot my gun twice because of that.”

“.... why twice?”

“Humans only have two wrists. Moving on, calmly shoot five more times and try to get a feel for the weapon. Please make sure to take your time and aim properly. When you are done, place the gun safely back on the table.”

Mannfred is nothing if not disciplined. He is calm and talented enough to turn the dummy’s chest into a shredded mess. His eyes glint in the semi-darkness.

“I could get used to this.”

“Good. You will practice with my Big Iron while I build your own.”

“You will build my own?” the man replies, excitement clear on his face.

“Yes, for you and Phineas. We could train with mortal weapons but it will be faster and more efficient to let you get used to customized weapons.”

“Can I pick the color?” Phineas asks. 

“Oh, and the design of the grip?” Mannfred adds.

Hssss. More work.

☐☐☐

May 1864, three months later.

Spring has returned to the Ural, and nature has erupted from molten snow, green and vibrant. The air smells of sap and blooms. We stand at the edge of the forest not far from the compound, one of the endless training spots Knights can use. 

I did not pick this spot at random. The difficult terrain will prove useful.

Before me, my students are arrayed. They stand with guarded expressions as they sometimes cast furtive glances at my bullet belts. It might not be the most fashionable item, of course, but few people will ever inform someone with a bullet belt that they look drab. It would be unhealthy.

“Welcome to the first class of bullet avoidance. In this course, I will shoot you and you will attempt not to get hit.”

Team Aspen looks chagrined for some reason, except for Mannfred who carries a shield and the Amaretta girl who can see the future. It shows that they know very little and will sorely regret their overconfidence.

“Bullet avoidance is different for us than it is for mortals because of our speed. Nevertheless, both the mortals and vampires can use cover. We will begin with that.”

“Are you telling us to hide? From mortals?” Anatole asks with disbelief.

I almost shoot him there and then. I have not forgotten.

“Yes, I am telling you to hide if the situation calls for it, such as if you need to protect a mortal or if you feel like playing cat and mouse. Now, there are two elements you have to choose when picking your cover. The first question is, does it break the line of sight? I will let you guess the second question. Go hide now but stay close enough to attack me.”

Team Aspen runs to the woods and disappears in an instant. They may not all see the interest of the exercise, but they are disciplined.

I note that the Amaretta Knight hid behind a dark pine. Her slender figure disappeared behind the thin trunk. I could not do that. Because my armor is too padded at the back. For added protection.

I suddenly find the Amaretta witch vaguely annoying. Her cover will also illustrate my point nicely. I aim and shoot as fast as I can, and, although I see her start moving before I pull the trigger, I adjust my aim to compensate for her own intuition. The bullet shreds the edge of the tree and lodges itself in her thigh.

“Ow! Cazzo! Hsss!”

“Thank you for illustrating my point. The second question you need to ask yourself is: can my cover actually stop a bullet? If it does not, you are devolving from a moving to a stationary target. You do not want that. Now, hide better.”

The exercise continues and with every advice, the Knights grow less contemptuous. 

“If you can see the dark in my gun’s barrel, it is aimed towards your face and you need to move. Remember, most of us cannot outrun a bullet but we can always outpace the shooter.”

Active avoidance is not something that mortals can reliably achieve. This part of the training remains brief since most of the Knights have been shot at before and understand the concept.

“Lateral movements will make you harder to hit.”

Anatole weaves right and left. I aim and wait for him to pass in front of the barrel again, then I shoot him. He looks particularly aggravated. I am enjoying every second of this.

“Being unpredictable makes you harder to hit. Do not allow your foes to stop aiming and shoot you when you pass in front of the barrel.”

Most mortals would not be able to do so, but Gabrielites train exclusively to shoot at where we are going to be. We should not make this task easy for them.

“Duck!”

This one is easy. By staying close to the ground, we offer smaller targets. I also advise the use of face masks, though I know that many of us cannot stand them. Head protections affect our senses. I just believe that one can adapt to them and the added protection makes it worth the inconvenience. They remain unconvinced. I do not mind.

Classes continue for a while and we finish the course in a little less than twenty lessons. The squad develops several techniques such as hiding when being the focus of sustained fire and letting other squad members close in. They also enjoy attacking at an angle so that enemies have to stop shooting or risk hitting an ally. The exercises turn into games where I,  the unmoving shooter, need to be overwhelmed. It calls to their predatory instincts. The module is a success and Marlan grudgingly accepts its addition to the standard curriculum. Another victory for us comes when Marlan is forced to ban the use of guns in standard exercises. While we are not making any concrete headway, vampires can always smell weakness. They know that Marlan would not ban something unless it were dangerous and a few more recruits join my private lessons. Even Esmeray gives it a try until she realizes that she cannot absorb a gun into her wolf form. I am more impressed by the fact that she can absorb her armor.

Training continues over the next six months. During that time, I make remarkable progress. Between Octave’s and Svyatoslav’s lessons, I grow deadlier by the day even though I feel a bit weak. Through determined practice, I merge all my abilities into a fluid, aggressive style until the results finally speak for themselves.

One fateful night, as I am sparring with Octave, a series of exchanges turn into a hotly disputed exchange. I feel it then, I feel a path to victory and absolutely outdo myself. For one fugacious instant, the world is perfect. I know everything that will happen. I know exactly where to strike, how to press, how to force a step back, a dodge, a deflect, a series of maneuvers that will grant me that one tiniest of openings in Octave’s adamantine defence. 

I land a blow.

It is merely a glancing blow, but I did not use a gun this time and the slice appears clearly on Octave’s pristine shirt. The spar stops.

In the deserted arena, Octave inspects his damaged piece of cloth. His gaze travels up and he gives me a respectful nod.

“Satisfactory. Let us see if you can reproduce it reliably.”

We try again and fail without surprise, but I do remember this feeling of floating, of being perfectly in control. I cherish it and commit it to memory because I know that I will find it again, one day, and that it will take at least that much to face the ultimate foe.

Around the same time, I receive a message from Constantine in the form of a letter. 

“Ariane,

Thank you for bringing this threat to my attention. So far, we have had no reports of increased portal activity, quite the contrary. It appears that the existence of hounds and the fate of those who capture them has finally started to spread and even the wildest of mages have turned to other endeavors. Nevertheless, I took your warning seriously. You will find attached to this missive a construct that will reinforce the weave of this world and deaden magic as a result. It can be set in a Myrddin-style array, however you will need at least three other mages to stabilize it…”

I glance through the spell’s prerequisites. As expected of Constantine, he has managed to turn an impossibly complex problem into a series of logical steps that even a donkey could follow. The spell would make it extremely difficult for one of the skeleton things to tear our planet to shreds. The short range is not really an issue. We would go in as soon as the spell takes hold. Casting magic while inside the circle should be almost impossible, reducing the struggle to one of physical capabilities alone. I am certain that we can manage.

“I would love to know who shared those calculations with you…”

I am certain that Constantine would love Sivaya, perhaps a bit too much.

“... I shall ask you to be careful. The drive west has created rifts within the Accords while Mask has shown an inclination to finish what they started. Those of us who wish to build a lasting society sorely miss your dedication to the cause. When you return to us, you will find a warm welcome.”

A better welcome than the first one I received, I hope. I have not forgotten what he has done. I do wish I could at least kill Anatole. It is not fitting that my kill list should contain more than five names at any time. 

Finally, two years after our arrival, Marlan summons Team Willow to his office.

“You have passed all the elementary classes and your instructors are… satisfied with your progress. As such, you will be given a mission to fulfill as a true squad. Your performance will be judged and, should you prove yourselves, you will receive dedicated training in your respective roles in preparation for your nomination as true Knights. Take the details and go, and for the love of the Eye try not to start an interdimensional war.”

I am not the one starting it if they attack first.


150: Examination 


“Join up with the local visiting lady and investigate a string of disappearances,” Phineas summarizes as we step down from the train. “It looks straightforward enough. What if a group of bandits is to blame? Do we pass the test anyway?”

“First,” I reply, “a lady would not move for a group of bandits. Second, I have a strong feeling about this mission.”

“Your intuition again?”

“My intuition told me to move, and that is why I requested said lady to move.”

The rest of the squad takes a moment to catch my meaning before looking at me with a mix of horror and fury.

“You… you made this mission happen?”

“Yes. I contacted the lady and she requested a squad.”

“This mission is your doing? What if Marlan decides that you broke a rule? We will have to repeat training or be expelled in shame! We are not to interfere with the examination process,” Phineas complains. I roll my eyes.

“This is a Knight test. We are not students sitting in rows to write on the merits of constitutional monarchy, Phineas. You may have forgotten what matters.”

The Vestal shakes his head. 

“What could be so important that you would risk antagonizing Marlan even more?”

I push the anger down. What indeed? How can they not be concerned?

“You remember that we faced invaders from beyond the veil and discovered that they were not just intelligent, but they knew a category of magic that quite literally kills the world?”

“And you think that they would mysteriously learn how to open a gate from the other side?”

“Yes, absolutely. They even captured the mages who conducted the ritual,” I answer with anger.

“And our superiors in the Order obtained the bodies and they know of the situation. You would endanger our prospects just because you think that you know better than those who have kept the world safe for centuries?”

“From rogues, perhaps. This is an entirely new kind of threat.”

“Is it an American thing not to trust those in charge?”

“Need I remind you that fifteen years ago, Europe burned with the fires of those who did not trust those in charge?” I hiss back. 

Our voices are raised. Conflict is never good in a squad. Not resolving it and letting it fester is even worse.

“Those were mortals and their governments, not the Knights. I think that we can safely wait for proper deployment instead of rushing in ourselves.”

“We were properly deployed,” I retort.

“Because of you!”

“And if Marlan, in his infinite wisdom, decided to accept the call then perhaps you should too? We are wasting time.”

“Enough of this,” Lars interrupts. He is our official leader and we both fall silent. “Your argument serves no purpose. We have been given the mission. We will fulfill it.”

“Agreed, but one last point,” Phineas says, “you should trust the hierarchy of the organization you chose to belong to.”

“A hierarchy is an empty concept. It does not give orders, the flawed individuals who constitute it do, and if you trust them blindly, then you are a fool,” I counter. 

Phineas shrugs. Our difference of opinion cannot be reconciled. I do not care. We are exactly where I want us to be.

Although I prefer winter myself, Poland looks quite nice at the height of summer. Perhaps the lack of acrid smoke carrying the stench of burnt human hair plays a part in my general impression. Nevertheless, we have been dropped in one of many isolated stations, with the only signs of civilization being log-house villages surrounded by ripe golden fields. We are not too far from Krakow, which reinforces my suspicions. According to Sivaya, our world and its neighbor are dimensionally single-point contiguous, meaning that portals have fixed destinations. She implied that places in the same vicinity on earth would lead to similarly close locations on the other side. In other words, and assuming that the invaders live in some sort of settlement, then this area of Poland is close to said settlement. Once again, the Poles have drawn the short straw, it seems.

The train conductor gives us directions and we shoulder our bags and walk out along the edge of a light forest. Great patches of fields lie around us, with piles of straw showing that the harvest is underway. We move on for an hour under Lars’ vigilant guidance. Our destination is easy to spot from the column of smoke. We go through one last thicket to see a small camp set in the middle of a village. A smattering of tents has gathered around a much larger one, a blue structure that only a travelling festival would possess. I would not call it gaudy. The word did cross my mind, however.

The mortals of the camp look up nervously when we announce ourselves. Their attempt to show a relaxed front falls short, and they keep jumping at shadows. Most of them wear the sort of clothes one could see in the streets of Vienna, most of them are male, too, and quite fetching at that.

“The lady was expecting you, she waits inside,” one of them informs us in German, dreamy amber eyes betraying his worries.

“None of that now! The time for social niceties has passed!” a female voice explodes from the inside.

The tent’s flaps bounce aside to reveal the strutting figure of a young woman, even younger than my own appearance. She has black hair and velvety dark eyes that glance at Phineas and Lars with naked interest before landing on me.

“Greetings, Viktoriya,” I tell her.

The tiny lady is the very same I met on the train as I was going to Torran’s castle, sans her protégée, this time.

“Ah, Ariane dear, you have come. Good! I was getting tired of sitting on my butt all night long while SOMETHING clearly preys on the good folks! I protest. Only we Dvor have that right around these parts. This is nothing less than poaching.”

“You have, ah, noticed disappearances in your land?” Lars asks, apparently flustered by Viktoriya’s direct manners.

The short lady strides to my teammate. She is shorter than him by a large margin and still manages to look down upon him.

“Ariane? Who is the blond stud?”

“May I present you Lars of the Erenwald, our team leader. He is the Face of the group.”

“A pretty one too. I love the vacuous expression as if I could shine a light through his ears. It reminds me of my first lover. So, boy toy, have you noticed something about this village we currently stand in?”

It is unremarkable apart from the fact that the doors are open and there is not a single soul to be found.

“It is missing its inhabitants,” our fearless leader replies.

“Excellent! Do Knights come equipped with a functional cortex now? What a brilliant innovation.” 

She turns to Esmeray.

“The shade I presume? Another Vanheim lost lamb?”

Our team mate growls softly.

“Oh, a wolf! I like wolves.”

I remember that she mentioned killing one with a pitchfork while she was still mortal.

“Nicest pelts. How about you?”

“Phineas of the Lancaster, madam, at your service.”

“An Englishman! You are far from your shores, islander. So, Ariane, you mentioned that those creatures from beyond the portals may have found a way through? Are they the ones responsible for this act of depredation?”

“I think that it is likely.”

“And are they humanoid?”

“Yes.”

“Wonderful! Have you tasted one yet?”

“I have not had the opportunity, alas.”

“Scandalous! We shall remedy this situation forthwith. I brought two mages, by the way, as you requested. Where are they now? HENKEL! STEINER! KOMMT HERAUS!”

She can certainly bellow for one so diminutive. Her voice has this stable, high-pitched quality that I associate with trained sopranos.

As we watch, two men sheepishly exit the tent while shoving shirts into their loose pants. 

“I hope they are not too drained,” I remark, “the ritual requires quite a bit of power.

“Oh they are drained alright, just not of blood. You can rest assured that they have ample stamina. I checked.”

I cannot prevent myself from groaning.

“Aha, still prudish I see.”

“I am not prudish, you are outrageous!”

“Bah. You are still a child. I can give you suggestions later, for now, we have a quarry to hunt. Do you happen to have a plan?”

“Yes, in fact. Lars?”

“I have a map.”

We follow Viktoriya inside to find a positively princely arrangement: a large bed with a scarlet canopy, a low table surrounded by plush pillows and a massive writing desk in warm colors. Lamps provide enough illumination that mortals could comfortably read. I wonder how she transported all of that to this remote region. 

It also smells a bit ripe and I scrunch my nose in displeasure.

“Leave that tent flap open dearie, we could use some fresh air,” our host says without shame. She invites us to sit down and I eye my purple ottoman with no small amount of suspicion. It appears to be clean. The sight of all of us armored warriors on fancy colorful pillows amuses me. I allow myself a smile and commit the image to memory so that I can paint it later.

Lars does not care about the scenery or anything else. His mind has a single track and he picks a map from his backpack, which he unfolds on the table. It shows the surrounding area with a degree of precision that local noblemen would envy. It was made by the previous master of Krakow, who has temporarily left.

“These villages have been emptied of inhabitants,” he says, placing little pins on our current area. There are nine of them, covering the map in a haphazard fashion. He then starts applying little blue flags on top of the pins.

“Those two were evacuated due to the disappearances. This one was partially destroyed during the troubles a year and a half ago and the last holdouts recently gave up due to persecutions. This leaves six unexplained disappearances, all of them without witness and without violence.”

He then places little red flags on the remaining pins, revealing a clear pattern. 

“Those three villages are in the same vicinity, only separated by a deep pine forest and their inhabitants all went missing in spring.”

“You are well-prepared,” Viktoriya sneers, eyes fixed on the fancy colors. 

“We received information from the local master,” Lars continues, “and those other three villages went missing within two weeks of each other.”

We have a patch of destroyed villages and then three others in opposite directions, like someone scouting around.

“Quite the problem indeed. I wonder why no one acted before,” Viktoriya says with a frown.

“There are too many disappearances and pogroms happening all over the world right now, especially in communities suspected of magery. One of the first villages to disappear had Jewish inhabitants and it was not seen as too unusual. We are only noticing now because we were expecting it.”

How kind of him to take credit for my vigilance.

“I see. We must scout the epicenter of the event.”

“Indeed.”

“And the mages? Why are they needed?”

“I have a spell that should prevent their undead mages from defiling the world too much,” I explain.

“What do you mean by defiling?”

“They steal the energy from the world and kill it. It feels hollow afterwards, dead. The energy tries to return but too many of those and…”

“I was informed that the world beyond the portal was dead and felt thin. Could it be related?”

“Either it was from the start and the undead mages found strength where they could, or…”

“Or they harvested energy until they killed the planet. How many generations of casters would it take to achieve this?”

“An interesting point, but purely academic. We should make sure never to find out.”

“And your spell would prevent that from happening?”

“I hope so. Our world does not want to be moved and this will improve its inertia. We must try it. I can only pray that it will be enough.”

I succinctly explain the ritual. Although it requires four people at the very least in order to be stable over a large area, only one person is responsible for the casting, therefore the role of supporter should be easy enough for an experienced mage. Phineas already knows his part and I take a few minutes to explain it to our newest companion.

“Pah, magic is such a fickle and annoying thing. I am glad that I found others to do it for me,” Viktoriya says. We do not all share the same drive. “My entourage will remain here. Let us depart.”

Our team leaves their personal effects in her tent. We only keep with us our weapons and a few select tools. Viktoriya does not wear armor, but she does change into something like a forester’s dress. We move at a brisk pace with the two mortals on horseback following us at a good distance. They are quite slow. It takes us a couple of hours just to reach the first abandoned village. It stands intact yet empty, just like the one we left. Doors and shutters turn with the light wind. A disturbance echoes throughout its silent buildings.

“I can feel it,” I say. Even weeks after the fact, the weave of the world still feels off. Uneasy. 

“Yes, something is wrong,” Viktoriya agrees.

“The undead mages’ servants use a curious orb to mesmerize mortals. I would assume that they used it here and retrieved the locals.”

“Quite likely. We are on the right track.”

Everyone remains calm, yet I cannot help but secretly fear for the future. The implication of our discovery has been mentioned. The other side has opened a portal themselves.

They are not friendly.

Between the Scourge Hive earlier and those raiders now, I wonder if the number of incidents involving foreign incursion will grow with time. If it occurs, it will only be a matter of time before our side sends their own war parties. Perhaps.

The world has grown quite strange in the past few decades.

“This is Tarnozych, one of the three villages that were hit first. From now on, we should assume that we are in enemy territory,” Lars says. “Squad, fan out. Esmeray will take point. Will you allow us to protect you, milady?”

“I will remain at the back with my two pets. Be sure to call me if anything happens.”

“Of course.”

We separate, and I roam through the nearby forest like a ghost. Strolls such as this one used to be a great source of enjoyment and relaxation, but this time someone disturbed the life and tranquility of this heavily wooded area. The night is too silent. Most of what could move did so already. In another few months, the trees will start to die from whatever they hide from us. 

My feeling of unease only grows as we tread deeper with great vigilance. I see no traps, perceive no magical constructs. It does not mean that there are none. The invaders’ grasp of magic is simply too different, and we might be walking into a trap. It does not matter. Someone has to go.

I crest a small incline in the forest and watch the next valley unfolding in front of me. The vibrant green of early summer greets me in all its glory, with many leafy trees struggling to gather the sunlight they need by day. Nothing out of the ordinary can be seen, yet I close my eyes and taste the weave, and my unease only grows. 

This is wrong, all wrong. What those creatures are doing is the burnt earth, take everything sort of conquest that even the Huns did not do systematically. Our enemies have more in common with the locusts that they have with us despite their clearly humanoid appearance. I wish I could unleash my sire upon their world and then close the portal behind, forever. 

A bird call interrupts me. I react immediately and leave my hiding spot to rush forward. There are very few birds here, and I easily recognize Esmeray’s call sign.

I am first to arrive by the woman’s side. She kneels by the only path through the thick underbrush, the same that Viktoriya and her mages are currently following behind us. The Turkish girl does not move, she has no need to. Her finding is obvious. Someone put up an alarm between two trees.

I feel thoroughly insulted.

When setting up an alarm, discretion must be considered. Any enterprising thief will find a way to bypass a trigger if it is too obvious. Whoever designed this one did not take discretion into consideration at all. They performed the magical equivalent of dragging a rope across the path and fastening a pair of bells to it. I will admit that the enchantment is sound. I just feel ridiculed, looked down upon. The glyph is even plainly marked against the surface of a withering tree! Its alien composition shows a lot of triangles and twisted angles, a sharp and aggressive design that gets in resilience what it loses in subtlety.

“An alarm. What should we do?” Phineas asks.

“We go on. Keep your eyes peeled because this could be a decoy. I want to find the main base quickly.” Lars orders.

The hunt goes on. At first, we follow the uneasy feeling but soon it proves unnecessary. There are campfires in the distance. The smoke rises in the air in diffuse plumes into the cloudless sky. We reconvene once more with Viktoriya.

“I will come as well so that I may report to the Dvor council. My pets will remain hidden behind,” she tells us. 

We sprint to a small elevation to the side and make our way to the top. There are no sentries and no traps. If there were advanced traps, we would have seen them already.

“They are not taking this seriously,” the Dvor lady observes.

“They seemed quite arrogant,” Phineas agrees.

“Remember that they have tools against which mortals are defenseless. They have had no cause to fear us yet, although I would believe that the slaughter of their men in Krakow should have been taken as a warning,” I say. “In any case, we should check the camp.”

We all crawl through high grass and inspect what we are up against.

The camp is as large as a small town already, arranged in a triangle. Cages of baying hounds form one side, individual tents in purple leather and racks of weapons another. As for the center, it hosts a massive gate that leads to… a city. An actual city. From where we stand, I can only spot pavement and dirty walls. The stench permeating the place reminds me that those are waterless soldiers at the height of summer, and that their latrines must be full. As we watch, a new convoy crosses the veil, bringing with it fifty soldiers in metal armor and another undead mage.

Just like its predecessor, they are incredibly tall, but this one wears grey robes inlaid with colorful gems and a strange sort of crown. It confers with one of the servants who kneels before its presence. Another undead mage exits from one of the tents.

So.

Yes.

We are going to need reinforcements.

“By the Eye…”

“Shh!”

We stay put for a few more moments then leave like mice. As we run, I cannot help but consider the unexplainable circumstances we find ourselves in. First, they have had this portal open for a while now, which begs the question: where are the rest of them? I counted only about five hundred fighters. There should be many times that number now unless they are being overly cautious, and if they are being cautious, then why not build fortifications? At the very least a wall? Warfare in their land must be quite different from ours, or there is more at play than we can guess. I shiver and give up on understanding their alien motives. We ignore too much. Any hypothesis I could conjure would be an idea floating in the air. No, if we want to learn the truth, we are going to need prisoners. 

I know just the way.

So do the others as we run back to the alarm with no one the wiser. We come across other similar constructs and even tracks that suggest common patrols, but no other signs of activity.

“You would really think that invaders would be more cautious,” Phineas spits with annoyance. I, too, feel miffed. They are poor hunters, too brazen and arrogant.

And it will cost them. You do not let your guard down even when taking out a weak prey. Those who do not learn, die.

“The question is,” Lars says, “do we trigger it, knowing that they will learn they have been discovered? It will cost us the element of surprise.”

“Their most dangerous feature is their magic. Remove that, and they are a minor threat. We must know if we can defeat them,” Phineas replies. “Ariane, you are the architect of that spell. Can they find a countermeasure if we cast it now?”

I am in no way the architect of the spell. It was made by Constantine, the greatest blood mage since Semiramis herself, based on notes by Sivaya, genius of the Court of Blue. 

“This spell is not mine yet I understand how it functions. It is not active in the way shields are. It solidifies the weave and only time can bring it back to normal. To counter its effects, one would need to not just understand the fabric of this world intimately, but also work against the weave itself to undo the effect. Those mages look down upon us. I doubt that they harbor an academic interest in our world. They are too condescending for that.”

“I agree,” Lars says. “Then let us proceed. Ariane and Phineas will be front right and left while the human mages will be at our back. The rest will fall upon our foes first, except for Esmeray who will carry word back to the Knight leadership should we fall. We will only trigger the spell if one of the mages investigates. If two or more do, we will retreat. Lady Viktoriya, will you join us?”

“With pleasure, but my pets will remain behind.”

“That would be best. Remember that the soldiers we first encountered killed themselves when captured. Try to bite them before they realize they are doomed. Slay the mage, and watch out for strange artefacts.”

We are gone in a moment and I settle to wait. We stay unmoving for half an hour, then I see our quarry through a gap in the trees. Two men with hounds trot along the path in relative silence. They have no light with them, instead, they wear helmets with visors decorated with two tinted glass circles. It likely allows them to see in the dark.

The two men pass by and we decide not to trigger the spell. We wait for another minute and hear the ululating cry of an owl, the signal for a meeting. I find four bodies near the alarm. Both hounds and their guardians are dead.

“They do not commit suicide,” Lars says laconically as he holds a warrior with white foam still dripping from his chin.

“They are killed remotely?” I ask.

Instead of answering, Lars peels back the man’s gorget to reveal a glyph tattooed under his throat. The symbol is dark and smoky, still smouldering after its activation. It shares the angular nature of the alphabet used for the alarm spell. I cannot read it.

“I find it unlikely unless the observer has vampire-like reflexes. He started to die the moment I took over his mind.”

“A countermeasure then.”

“Probably,” Vikoriya says with a frown, “and it explains why the invasion force is so small.”

“It does?” I ask. I am not alone in wondering how she reached this conclusion.

“They do not trust each other, at all. Only a society rife with paranoia would develop and implement such a barbaric tool in all of its agents. I am sure that the same dispositive was used on the minions you slew in Krakow.”

“I wish this piece of information had been shared with us,” I grumble.

The rest of the team does not react. We are back to my lack of trust in our hierarchy. This time, I believe that our leadership made my point for me.


“So do I,” Viktoriya says, “in any case, we did not find any strange artifacts. We can reset the trap and hope that they send a bigger patrol before dawn.” 

Her concern is genuine. With summer well on its way, the nights are shorter and so is our window of opportunity. It has become clear that we will not get a prisoner. We should still attempt the spell.

Esmeray leaves once more to observe us from afar and we wait in ambush again. One hour later, a larger patrol arrives. Seven men plus tamed hounds, more cautious than their predecessors. It seems that, although they may be arrogant, we are not facing complete idiots. Unfortunately for us.

Unfortunately for them, their vigilance does not save them against a Knight squad and a powerful lady.

Time drags on and we now expect a more serious war party. It takes another hour for them to arrive, and only two hours remain before sunrise. This time, the twenty-men group is led by an undead mage from what I can hear of heartbeats and feel of its oily aura. I lay low as they move on because I fear detection. The undead mage searches for threats, I can tell, but it does not seem to find us before it walks into the perimeter. 

I feel its nauseating passage in the deepest part of my being. The creature is an abomination, a reaver of life. I now believe with certainty that this creature is partly responsible for its native world’s demise.

A signal, the call of a bird of prey.

I cast as the sound of combat erupts from the patrol. I have little time. I use special runes I inserted in my gauntlet and call upon the spell by slicing my palm open. Thick black blood levitates and coalesces into a form, both simple and so very evocative. An anvil.

The world is heavy. Oh, yes, so heavy. It refuses to be moved. It fights and resists like a grumpy old bear, only allowing the lightest and trickiest of schemes to alter its shaggy fur. What the world hates the most, however, is strangers encroaching on its territory. 

“Stubborn foot and clenching jaws

Downward boot and closing maws

Transgressions won’t be suffered

Not by hand and not by word.”

The trap shuts close like a fortress gate. I gasp.

So powerful. Gravity and inertia and every other little thing we like to disregard slam on me like a yoke and stay there. For one precious moment, I fear that I may have killed my teammates, then I move and everything is… not right, but in working order.

I may be just a tad slower but not by much. Every step is close to my usual speed, even though I feel the world holding me back more acutely than ever before. It feels like a stern guardian allowing me to cheat for the greater good. It knows what I am. I am only permitted to exist, for now, until the sun rises over the lost valley. 

And a massive, building spell collapses.

I arrive at the path to find that the melee is in full swing and that Phineas is missing an arm. He still dances between attackers and skewers a hound as I watch. Viktoriya carries the fight.

I do not believe I had seen anyone fight with a trident before. Her foe hides behind a powerful shield, sometimes casting rays of fire that she gracefully dodges. Her strikes chip at it with repeated pings. She remains static and strikes perhaps dozens of times every second over a large area, testing for weakness, then she is gone.

As for her adversary, it still casts. This undead is shorter than the previous one we faced and wears on its head a stylized helmet showing horns and long hair in the same dull metal his compatriots use for armor. A long black robe covers its desiccated body. It shimmers beautifully in rainbow hues from the cascade of jewels woven in its form. As I attack the first foe on my path, a few of them lose their spark and a massive bolt hits Viktoriya, sending her tumbling on the ground. 

“Sie sind Tiere,” the creature screeches in a horrid voice like tearing metal. “Tiere.”

We are animals.

I dispose of a fighter who was trying, in vain, to use one of their orbs to mesmerize Lars. I grab his focus and throw it back towards our exit. No need to offer additional resources to the monster. Rose is out in an instant and her thorny back lands on the shield. I infuse it with the essence the Watcher granted me for defeating the Herald and shred. It distracts the creature for long enough to allow Viktoriya a quick escape from the next fire spear. Her limbs still twitch.

I start running and drag the shredding part of Rose against the shield. This place is still filled with life, stubborn, angry life that refuses to move, and the creature uses its robe as fuel instead. Not only that, but it can still cast. I cannot. 

DANGEROUS PREY. What manner of adamantine does it take to pierce through this level of magical inertia? By the Watcher! Finally, an interesting challenge.

I hiss and duck under a blue arrow, never remaining static. The shield is weakening and second after second, more gems dim. All the soldiers are dead now and Lars’ javelins plink against the protection. The monster stretches its hands. The temperature drops to arctic lows. I even hear trunks snap from the frozen sap.

We remain unaffected.

“Schnelle kleine Tiere.”

Fast and small animals. Perhaps some of the captured mages were German mercenaries and that is why it now has approximate knowledge of the language. No, Ariane, focus. Keep attacking. We must kill it fast, or else…

I feel its will when it turns its glare on me and I feel something connect to my flank as I momentarily stop to reverse course. I check and see nothing there but a potential, a tension. The creature raises a skeletal hand. I see thunder.

DIVE.

Need metal, quick. I drop on the floor and stab my spare knife on the ground, then Rose too for good measure.

I am kicked by a mule

“Gah!” 

Cannot move. Hurts. Cold pain that courses through my body and burns everything away. Then it is gone. Actinic bolts still dance between my weapons, the ground, and I. The shield is fading. The creature snaps its fingers and disappears, landing a hundred feet away. 

Impossible. Teleportation?

For one instant I feel its gaze on me as I pick myself up. The others are going after it. It raises a finger and I am lifted, feet dangling. I struggle against the spell and feel it break. My right hand is free.

I twist in the air and avoid a fiery bolt aimed at my heart.

With the other hand, I draw the Big Iron and perform the most seamless, beautiful shot of my entire life. The creature’s head snaps back and its helmet cracks with the sound of broken chimes. It falls like a bag. The others land on it and Viktoriya tears its head off.

I stumble once again. HURT. My left arm hurts horribly and I can see why. There is a burnt hole where most of my elbow used to be. My arm hangs by a miracle.

PAIN.

FIRE.

“I have you,” Esmeray says. She helps me to my feet, eyes fixed forward. She is holding the sphere I threw away. In front of us, the others are dismantling the body and splitting its parts. Lars grabs the mummified legs and arms. Something is electrifying the air. We must leave, now, I know it.

“We need to go!” I croak. The others sprint. We are away.

From the camp comes a flare. A yellow projectile climbs to the heavens and bathes the Polish forest in sunny radiance for a handful of seconds. Somewhere to the side, a lone surviving bird lets out a startled chirp, then the thing descends upon where we fought.

I yelp as I am thrown to the floor by the cataclysmic shockwave. We are all sent tumbling like puppets. Heat and something else washes over us.

I cannot breathe.

I cannot hear.

I can feel my arm painfully knitting itself back together.

I know the Thirst again.

Then the world snaps back into focus and there is nothing left behind us but an incandescent crater where the forest used to be. It spews spent life force like the fumes of burnt petrol, and I know that nothing will grow there again for a very long time.

My ears pop.

“We need to keep going,” Viktoriya says.

Excellent advice that we all follow. We pick up the two mages who were huddling in the distance like they were ordered to and race back to the tent. Viktoriya’s servants display shock when they see us arrive only an hour before dawn. We collapse around her table without a word. This will be a short discussion.

“The spell worked,” Viktoriya admits as she brushes ash from her dress, “though I shiver to think what would have happened if the creature could have stolen the life of the planet. A shame that we can do nothing against the shields themselves.”

“We cannot use magic ourselves when the spell is active. I tried and it cost me dearly,” Phineas says, his arm now half-regrown. 

“Enchanted items seem to work,” I remark. “My bullet functioned and so did their artifacts. Perhaps they function differently, or they entered the area already altered.”

It is Lars’ turn to speak. He proves uncharacteristically talkative.

“Tomorrow, I will call the banners. The entire Order must assist us in this endeavor. This is not the sort of disaster that we can tackle on our own. We will need all hands to face this threat. Ariane, have you shared the spell with us yet?”

“I sent it to Marlan.”

“Can it cover the entire base?”

“Yes it can, though it will take a few more mages to do it safely.”

“I will make sure that you have them,” Viktoriya says. “And I want to fight again soon. We must force the invaders on the defensive or they might spread through the countryside and wreak untold destruction. If only there was a way to get more fighters…”

“We could use the regular army,” I say, “with muskets, they do not have to get close to the orb-wielding slavers to fight.”

“Yes. I know of an artillery regiment stationed nearby. We will recruit them under the guise of dealing with dangerous separatists then bring the fight to the mages.”

An artillery force? Oh, they will do nicely.


151: The World Reavers 


I readjust the peasant’s garb and swear under my breath for what must be the sixteenth time tonight. The dress is nice enough, I suppose, with a white shirt and a small red skirt over a larger blue one that reaches my ankles. Unfortunately, it barely fits. The shirt is so large that I could fit two Arianes in there. The second skirt is just a little too short and my heavy boots peek from under the azure fabric. Were it not for them, I would be showing my ankles and thus die of embarrassment.

I look like a jester. 

“You seem ill at ease,” Phineas innocently declares. The twit. He is aware of my feelings on the matter. While I packed cartridges, that dilettante brought a fancy hunter outfit he now wears. I cannot even complain since it was my idea.

“Hush. They are coming.”

A patrol of cavalrymen bearing lanterns emerges from a nearby forest. They immediately spot us since we stand in the open, in the middle of harvested fields. The sleepy village slumbers by our side though a few older folks inspect us with mixed feelings of distrust and concern for our well-being.

“Hallo!” I greet. I count ten of them in the white uniforms and black helmets of the Austrian Dragoners. The leader frowns when he sees us and his gaze sweeps the plain, looking for anomalies. He is an old man, grizzled and scarred. I can detect in his caution the prudence of a veteran expecting an ambush. He knows that the region is in turmoil. Nevertheless, nothing happens and the wrinkled soldier pushes his ride forward.

“Was ist los?” he asks in a rather cavalier fashion, which I do not excuse even if he sits on a horse. He looks at Phineas inquiringly. The man should speak.

“Greetings officer, my name is Louisa and this is my employer, Lord Phineas Ainsworth, hailing from Great Britain. I act as his interpreter,” I tell him.

The soldier lifts his helmet.

“A pleasure.”

“I apologize for disturbing you, however my employer and I have fallen victim to horrible circumstances. We have been beset by bandits! They stole almost everything we had and sent us off on the road. They even forced me to swap my good dress against these ill-fitting clothes,” I add as the officer eyes me dubiously. 

“I am outraged on your behalf, madam. I hope that they did not mistreat you further!” the man answers with some emotion. 

“Fortunately, they stopped at robbery, or I might just have died.”

I need to be taken seriously and those who have been assaulted rarely are.

“And where did you say those men were?”

“Perhaps twenty miles away down the road, near an abandoned village.”

The rider considers me in silence while his men mutter among themselves. I hear words of ‘country going to the dogs’ and ‘Prussian low-lives, no doubt’ as well as other complaints. As for their leader, he has had the time to think about the situation and realize the gaping holes in my story.

“And what is Mr Phi… Mr…”

“Phineas Ainsworth, sir.”

“What is that gentleman doing here, if I may ask?”

“Mr Phineas was visiting distant relatives with the intention to offer them passage to his land, a favor in these troubled times. Alas, we have not found them yet.”

“Have you mentioned our problem?” Phineas asks.

If Lars had come instead, I could have briefed him and he would do the talking. Instead, I find myself saddled with a man utterly devoid of acting skills and common sense. I rein my temper and address my companion.

“Kindly do not interrupt me again if you hope for our success.”

“What does he want?” the officer asks.

“Mr. Ainworth worries about the bandits and our safety, as they were quite numerous.”

“How numerous were they exactly?” the man asks with a frown. I turn to Phineas again.

“I am just wasting time because he wants to know the enemy numbers. Reply with anything as long as it sounds like a list.”

“In my life I have bedded five brunettes, one redhead and seven blondes. And one whose hair was gray.”

“Mediocre for a century of activity,” I reply coldly, before turning to the officer again.

“My employer says that he counted no less than sixty fighters in the ambush, most of them on foot and wearing strange metal plastrons not unlike those of cuirassiers.”

“Sixty? Is he quite sure? Perhaps the darkness played a trick on his mind?”

“He calls you a coward for exaggerating the numbers.”

“Oh, man of little faith. You will get to see those numbers with your own two eyes.”

“My employer says that sixty is his lowest estimate, and that he fought enough sepoys in India to count enemy soldiers at a glance.”

The rider inspects Phineas once more. I do not need to look at him to feel his aura deploy and his countenance to grow more predatory. The outward show of aggression grates on my frayed nerves. It proves sufficient to the task of convincing him, however.

“I see. This is grave news. I must report this piece of information to my superior officer. He will know what to do.”

“One more thing, officer,” I add in a pleading voice. I lick my lips and keep my eyes down. A hint of Hastings essence grants me a light blush under the lanterns’ glare.

“I may have dreamed it, perhaps, for I was afraid, but there were strange lights in some of the bandits’ hands. I may be wrong, yet I suspect…”

I lean forward and our eyes meet.

“... dark sorcery.”

I show fear and let the thread between us inflate that emotion. The man turns pale and takes a deep breath, managing to hide most of his distress.

“I understand. Thank you for telling us, miss, your suspicions might not be as outlandish as you seem to believe. Would you mind joining us? I believe that my superior officer might want to hear your story as well.”

“Of course not, sir.”

“By the way, what… language did you two speak?”

“Welsh, sir.”

“I… I see.”

The officer steps aside to give a few orders just as Phineas leans in with an accusatory air.

“I caught that last sentence. Welsh? Really?”

“If you had spoken English like your character ought to, I would not have had a problem,” I hiss back, “and no I cannot lie and tell him that we were speaking English on the off chance that the lie is found out. Clearly, our interlocutor recognized Akkad as a different tongue. More people have a passing knowledge of the language of Shakespeare than you seem to believe. Your carelessness might yet undo the subterfuge!”

“And Welsh is different?”

“If anyone speaks Welsh in the surrounding one hundred square miles I shall eat this dress without condiments.”

“Fair enough.”

“Now please for the love of the Watcher keep quiet while I focus on a calming spell for the beast that will carry your useless self.”

☐☐☐

The ride to the camp takes only an hour, the longest hour in my forsaken existence since I was last dying of Thirst. Keeping ten horses calm despite the scent of a monster titillating their nostrils has to be the dumbest and most exhausting use of Charm I have ever done in my second life. Never again.

I cannot believe that I overlooked that simple fact. Ugh!

And to think that Lars would not have triggered a reaction since he is an Erenwald. Truly, our lack of experience is making itself known.

The Austrian force here is the size of a battalion, about eight hundred soldiers, I would say. It would be quite the prize to add it to our offensive. They do seem to have an artillery park, which I find rather curious since those are ill-fitted for maintaining order, however the men we pass by speak in Polish, Hungarian and even Italian and I suspect that their presence here is politically motivated. I suspect that the Austrian crown would perceive German speakers as more loyal to the throne in troubled times, though I may be wrong. In any case, they display the sort of discipline that we will need and we have to pass quite a few guards before we are allowed to wait by the command tent. After I hear the detachment officer being efficiently debriefed, we are called in to find a man in a decorated uniform and shiny black and gold helmet sitting in a field chair with a map in front of him. He is quite short, which is not uncommon in cavalrymen. I watch him twirl his moustache absent-mindedly as we approach. His keen eyes follow us, taking in every detail, while with a simple gesture, he tells two aides to stand at attention.

“And you must be Mr. Ainsworth,” he tells Phineas in English, “Welcome to my humble and temporary abode.” 

I feel the barest hint of surprise in my companion’s aura and resist the urge to flare my own in a vampiric equivalent of ‘I told you so’. His casual approach to our little plot annoys me deeply. Even if our target does not know what we are, even if he does not oppose us with faith, our attempt can still fail. He underestimates the mortals, a mistake that has killed quite a few of us. 

“And a greetings to you too, sir. How may I address you?”

“I am Colonel Maximilian Reissig. You may call me Colonel Reissig, Colonel, or simply Herr Reissig, if it pleases you.”

“Well, Herr Reissig, I am both delighted and surprised to meet someone with such a mastery of my tongue so far from our shores.”

“Yes indeed, you are lucky,” the colonel replies. His tone is pleasant enough but his eyes remain full of distrust. “I had to study it to talk to my dogs. Beagles, you see? From Yorkshire. I purchased a pack to hunt hares.”

“Is... is that so?”

“Are you a hunting man, Mr. Ainsworth?”

“No, I prefer the city myself, at least since I returned from India.”

“A curious thing, Mr. Ainsworth. You see, you have the demeanor of a hunter. Even now, I can feel it in the confident poise you display even as you stand in the middle of a foreign army. I have tried to instill that spirit in my men, but far too many slouch and lounge like fat cats, showing some of the cunning but none of the finesse, which makes me wonder about you, Mr. Ainsworth. I would expect someone who just fell victim to ambush, lost his possession and now stands before me to show more emotion than you do. It makes me wonder where that stiff…”

He frowns in disapproval.

“...hairless upper lip stems from.”

Although he was caught off-guard, Phineas is still one of us and he recovers instantly.

“Perhaps we have misunderstood each other, Herr Reissig. I have never hunted animals that stand on four legs. As for my lost possessions, I would never travel outside of my own country with belongings I could not replace. I will not suffer much from the loss, I assure you, even if you and your gallant forces fail to recover them. In the end, my most dire concern, and the reason for my dedication to this cause, is the safety and tranquility of my relatives, some of whom may still live around. And one more thing.”

He leans in and whispers.

“My dear interpreter was deprived of her dress, a family heirloom if I understand. Although I am not personally affected, I share a part of the guilt for bringing her here and failing to guarantee her safety. It would lift a tremendous weight off my chest if that dress could be retrieved. The dear girl shows a brave face, as befits her good breeding, yet I know that she has a delicate heart and that the ordeal terrified her.”

The officer’s eyes flicker to my face while I pretend not to have eavesdropped.

“They stole her dress?” he hisses.

He sounds absolutely scandalized.

“They mercifully allowed her to change in a deserted house, thus preserving her virtue. Still, the mere thought of being so compelled...”

“This is a disgrace! We shall reclaim her honor and her dress in the name of the empire. Hmmm.”

The outburst is short-lived as the colonel remembers that he is not supposed to trust us so easily.

“You claim that those bandits numbered in the… how many was it?”

“Sixty, though I think that they had more fighters nearby. I heard dogs bay, as well. A large breed, and no mistake.”

“Tell me more.”

Phineas repeats the story we agreed upon, taking great care not to deviate too much from our line even if he enjoys embellishing details. If circumstances had not pushed him towards accounting, he might have made a decent socialite. There is still time, of course. We always have time.

Five minutes later, we are seated across the command table and the map, the colonel now more interested in distances and numbers. The story we brought was one of a twilight attack, leading to a release at dawn. Phineas explains in great care how the foe was careless during the night, seemingly confident that their position could not be discovered. It appears to be a trap, yet Phineas is smooth, and I look suitably exhausted, a hint of Hastings essence darkening my lids.

Despite his apparent acceptance, the colonel still attempts to trap Phineas a few times. The experienced Lancaster adroitly dodges both pitfalls and the annoyance such repetitive questions entail. He finally understands the interest in playing this well.

We are hunters, but we do not all share the same tastes. The Rosenthal seek knowledge, Dvor and Hastings women seek successful schemes. Phineas now understands better how proper manipulations become their own rewards. The eternal game never stops, and as I remind myself often, power is a crutch. To do without is to reach true mastery of the arts.

It will always surprise me how someone who spent so much time in this world could miss so many important experiences. Phineas certainly knows how to interact with mortals. It just happens that he has little experience getting them to perform tasks for him beyond, I assume, feeding.  

“Vielen dank, mein Freund. Much obliged. And now, I would like you to accompany Lieutenant Skorezy here. He will show you pieces of gear the rebels might be using. I would like you to help him assess the provenance of their equipment.”

He smiles. We smile, even though a child could see the ploy. Phineas pretends concern on my behalf.

“Do not be alarmed, dear Louisa, I shan’t be far.”

I curtsey shily and wait for the colonel to focus his attention on me. He is a true gentleman, and he invites me to sit with a cup of chocolate which I sip gratefully. He added a bit of sugar and a little cinnamon. The drink is rich and decadent.

“What an amazing concoction!” I freely admit.

“Thank you, Fraulein. Sprechen sie Deutsch?”

The good Colonel steers the conversation towards me and my background, in German this time. I explain that I was born in England and learned German from an aunt. He asks me to describe my house. I pick the Bingle family domain as my reference, smiling at the slight irony. I even throw a few village names with the suitable amount of ‘shire’ around to assuage his worries. Truly, Herr Reissig is one of the most paranoid soldiers I have ever met. Finally, the time comes for him to dig at our tale.

“Is what Mr. Ainsworth said accurate? Is there something you would like to add?”

“It was accurate,” I assure him, “although…”

“Yes?” the man asks, curiosity piqued.

“No, no, I must be mistaken. Forgive me, for my emotions got the better of me, and I must have let fear twist my memories.”

“I assure you, madam, that although the fairer sex might be impressionable at times, every detail you remember might save lives at a later time, even if they are inexact.”

“Ah, well. Please forgive me for uttering such words, but I fear that I may have been witness to… to some devilry. Magic!” I spit.

“Mein Gott. Hexerei? It would explain much and I seem to remember that my subordinate hinted at it… but how come Mr. Ainsworth did not share those findings?”

“Oh, you believe me? I thought I would be laughed at and dismissed…” I interrupt with a grateful air. I meet his eyes and cannot resist tweaking his mind a little bit. I fan his protective instincts a smidgen.

“Please, madam. We live in strange times. The thought of magic is no longer quite as preposterous as it used to be.”

“I feared that I was mistaken when Mr Ainsworth himself omitted to mention the strange occurrences we noticed during our brief time as captives. Perhaps he feared being ridiculed? In truth, several dreadful details terrified me even more than those ruthless louts who held us at gunpoint. Were it not for their apparent lack of interest in us, I fear that they may have used us in some terrible ritual or some such pagan deeds!”

“Himmel, this is too terrible to behold. And what happenings, madam, what events led you to believe that you were in the presence of witchcraft?”

“Those breeds of dog, sir, I am no man to know my bloodhounds, yet they were too large and terrifying to be natural. Why, if I had met them in the sun-baked savannas of Africa, I would have thought them to be a strange species of lion heretofore undiscovered by science! They smelled terribly, sir, and those men who held their leashes wore thick armor as if to protect themselves from their fearsome bites! And they held orbs, sir, like crystal balls those gypsies claim can see the future, and from their depth shone a light most unnatural! They were green like a summer meadow or blue like a sapphire sea, and beautiful, but in a way a cruel woman is beautiful. I could feel the malevolence in their cursed depths, sir. Those were evil tools, I would wager my eternal soul on it!”

Haha. A costless promise. The good Colonel is mine now, drowned in the feelings of my recollection. I did not mean to enchant him but I became overwhelmed by the strange mix of beauty and horror the invaders bring with them, and I shared some of it with him. As soon as the spell fades, I channel the Hastings and don my weakest, meekest persona. Shoulders stooped and trembling lips to inspire trust, wet eyes to garner sympathy. Colonel Reissig’s cautiousness dips and falls into the abyss of outrage.

“Sir?” a soldier says as he enters, “the reports are confirmed by all surrounding villages. Three hamlets are deserted, their inhabitants gone. There are reports of strange beasts running through the fields!”

“By god, heathens and demons on my Vaterland? This shall not stand!”

“Please, sir, be careful!” I beg.

“Of course, madame. We will depart at… but wait, you said that the rebels let their guard down at night?” he asks, my suggestion worming its way into his psyche.

“Yes sir, they drink and make merry.”

“Then we shall teach them that this is not their land! To arms! The men are rested enough. We will catch those mongrels by surprise. To arms!”

He then struts out of the tent. His screams send the whole camp into a flurry of activity as orders burst out left and right.

Hmm.

I may have gone a bit too far. I thought that we would have more time, but a night attack is the only solution I came up with to reliably deal with the enemy. Should the army attack without us, there is a large chance that the undead mages might wipe them out before they even make contact. Those who have not trained to face magic react poorly to having spells tossed at them.

In short order, the entire detachment has been fed and they leave under the light of torches towards the invaders’ base. It will probably be a good three hours before they can make contact, assuming that they hurry.

“You will be safe at the base, Louisa. Wait for our return!” the Colonel tells me before riding off on a massive black horse. As for Phineas, he is drafted into leading the column to their foes.

“Congratulations, it appears that your feminine guiles have moved an army, Ariane. Are you perhaps related to Helen of Troy?”

“Do not compare me to that vacuous tart, Phineas, and mark my words since you think my role easy: most men show us kindness until we forget our place.”

I watch the slightly annoyed Lancaster summon his Nightmare and Charm the nearby soldiers into believing that the lithe mount was part of their stables all along. He departs and, as soon as the guard is down, so do I.

“Our window is short, Ariane. You leave us little time,” Viktoriya growls. Her eyes sweep our encampment while she considers our options. Lars is back and Esmeray lounges on the grass in wolf form. Her pet mages are here too, though the promised reinforcements are not.

“I am being unfair. You have managed to net us quite the prize and with no investment. It is quite an achievement without forcing a bite and all the risks it entails. You have my appreciation.”

“Perhaps I was a bit heavy-handed,” I admit.

“Nonsense. You did quite well for one whose focus is slaughter.”

Oi!

“Oh, do not make that face. If you had spent more time at court, you would see that it is a compliment. In any case, we absolutely need your spell, dearie. I shall depart forthwith and fetch my additional mages. In the meanwhile, You, Lars, and Esmeray should disable the alarms and perhaps create a disturbance if the army arrives before I do. Can you do this for me, Knights?”

“Certainly, milady,” Lars replies. I see no fault in her plan either. I change back into the now frivolous-feeling lamellar armor and stock up on weapons. I so wish I had Loth’s incredible work and not this lackluster piece of inferior craftsmanship. Alas.

We leave quickly.

Lars splits us at the edge of the invaders-controlled territory. Esmeray scouted entry points while I was gone and found another one.

“I shall start here. Any idea on how to disarm the alarm without arousing suspicion?”

“I would need to study the glyph to be certain. I believe that I can find it. Let us look for one.”

It appears that yesterday’s battle has not left our enemies unphased. Not only do we find a glyph close to the nearest deserted village, but this one has been camouflaged, though it remains a simple construct at best. Whoever made it dug the symbol into the very tree and took little care to leave it intact. A basic distraction element prevents the mundane from noticing the trigger until it is too late, but the effort is ruined by the poor state of its support. The tree has already started to die, its leaves brown and cracked. The glyph also lost some efficiency because whoever carved it dug deep into the trunk. They shed splintered bark on the ground in their… anger? Hurry? I would not know. In any case, it makes the study smoother. I merely need to follow the angriest strokes to guess in which order they were made.

“This is the trigger part, I am sure of it. The signal is not sent by the glyph but by the rope itself. The glyph only exists to sustain it. Hmmm.”

“Fascinating, Ariane. Unfortunately, we do not have time for a full lecture on alien magical theory. If you would?”

“You are asking me to decipher a new language on the go, and use it to divine the working of an elaborate spell,” I reproach, “You must be patient. The matter is extremely complex.”

It really is not, but I would like some appreciation for the decades I spent studying arcanistry, thank you very much.

“Here, if we disable this part, it should make the rope insubstantial. In other words, no matter what goes through the alarm, it will fail to trigger.”

“What if you are wrong?”

“Then the caster will detect a malfunction, not a full breach. Here, let me do it.”

I use my glove to alter the glyph by the tiniest amount and watch the rope flicker with satisfaction. With this, only a large amount of magic should trigger the spell and the soldiers possess none.

“You must carve a line here between those two parts. It will do the trick.”

“Very well,” Lars replies, “then please clear that path since the army should take it. I will go on the other side and handle the other. Esmeray will cover you and check for additional surprises in the bushes. Any objection?”

“None.”

“Yip!”

“Then good luck.”

Lars leaves and my task continues. I have never asked Esmeray if she could perform magic — I assume not — however she can apparently ‘sniff’ it for lack of a better term. Besides the alarms, she finds pits and a few other string-based traps that use magically-enhanced tools but are not spells themselves. Contrary to the alarm, those have been made by ‘human’ hands and show a level of care and dedication that I can appreciate. I look closely at one specific trigger mechanism and see an oily fingerprint marring its pristine surface. Not made by an undead then. I am starting to think that the difference between living fighters and undead mages is one of caste, or even of species. They do not share the same mentality at all.

I only stop when I am close enough to the undead camp that I can see the light of their fires. During that time, I have avoided two patrols and taken great care to mask my smell by staying downwind. The hounds do not detect magic unless it is active and I have made sure not to use it anywhere close to them. As to how their collars can control them, I suspect that the defiling magic of the undead is to be credited. I am certainly unwilling to conduct experiments.

Those creatures disgust me. Locusts.

I fall back and run around the camp at a safe distance, soon joined by Esmeray. There, the woods are pristine and undisturbed. Even the beast trails have been covered with new brambles. The silence is complete. It is the silence of the grave, unnatural in this place of green things. It is our fate, should we fail to hold back those creatures.

I realize that something happened as we complete our half-circle. I hear sounds of battle. It is too early.

Esmeray and I sprint through the foliage with little subtlety. The sounds of conflict grow closer and we burst into a clearing to find Lars deeply engaged with a patrol. Hounds lie bleeding on the ground while those orb-wielding men try to keep him at bay with jets of pure energy, unfocused yet mesmerizing. I attack from the back, annoyed beyond words. How did it come to this? It is too soon! I shred the backs of both wielders in the same strike and disperse the rest while Esmeray mauls foes left and right. The fight is over in only a few moments, but the damage is done.

“They used a different glyph for one of the alarms,” Lars explains, anticipating my question. He anticipates erroneously. I only care about one thing right now.

“Run, idiot. Run!”

We sprint away. I do not wish to be on the receiving end of the kind of spells that leveled an entire field’s worth of vegetation. Unfortunately, my instincts scream in alarm thirty seconds into our flight. We are too late.

“Incoming,” I warn Lars. Esmeray wisely splits from us and disappears in a cloud of canine darkness. I feel pressure behind us, overhead. I turn expecting a massive spell and instead meet a pair of pale blue orbs. This skeleton is flying after us. My eyes widen with surprise. Flight! It is considered too energy-intensive to be viable! But of course, with the price being paid by life itself and the casters being short-sighted insects, limits no longer matter.

Just like its kin, the creature is mummified flesh and sinews covered in elaborate and highly decorated robes. It carries no obvious ornaments because it has no need for them. Its bony claw holds a twisted branch of some unknown wood, expanding strangely in a double helix. In each hollow, a colorful orb shimmers with vibrant light. This mage came prepared.

I feel a disgusting pull on the life around us. Something shimmers in the air before us and I instinctively slash with Rose. The deadly blade meets an unyielding barrier. We jump to the side and I rake the barrier as I pass.

A circle.

We are trapped.

As the reality of our situation settles in, I cannot help but feel anger at my teammate. Why would he risk it? It was such a stupid decision. He should have waited for me. This was not even a vital avenue of approach! A trained Knight should know better! We have been taught so many times not to overextend, to forget our pride and ask for help… Lars just called for reinforcements, for the Watcher’s sake. Why? This was no time to make such a mistake.

“Little parasites,” the skeleton says in German. Contrary to the previous one we faced, it has a smooth, extremely deep voice, like a condescending god. Its German is slurred and clipped, yet the power behind every syllable evokes a lack of interest in mortal tongues rather than a failure to learn.

“The Eight was correct, there are parasites among the cattle. You miserable creatures, you have committed the unforgivable. Your filthy hands have touched what is sacred.”

“If you are talking about the other mummies, we are going to commit many more such things.”

The creature laughs then, a deep, gravelly sound that shocks me to my core. Rogues do not laugh. Automatons do not laugh. Those things are capable of complex thought, and they still decided to practice their vile magic.

Unbelievable.

“You are weak and this world is rich. We will add more worthy candidates to our rank until your planet is but a husk.”

“Like your own?”

Lars is stalling for time. He might be right to do so as no more skeletons appear. They are not needed. With his power unsealed, this one is more than enough to handle the two of us.

“There are many more worlds to reap and you have shown us how. Yours will feed our expansion. Only those who follow the true path are worthy. You will remain parasites until we kill you, beasts. Now, I shall test another of the Eighth’s hypotheses.”

I could swear the skeleton grins then, though its face does not move. Flames appear on its closed fist. 

“Do not shoot,” Lars warns, “wait for my opening.”

“Our window is short.”

“I know.”

The skeleton hurls its fire and I dodge to the side, my instincts and eyes showing me clearly where the projectile will fall. The skeleton pays no heed to its failure as it summons another ball and I know why. The first fire still roars, turning the loam under our feet to ashes and feeding off the surrounding life. The world grows grey and dim around us.

FIRE.

Shut up, me, I know. We dodge once more, with more difficulty this time. The skeleton descends and makes the projectile smaller, faster. I could not reach it if I jumped and I see the faint sheen of a shield around its desiccated body. All of this, fueled by the world. I hate it.

Another attack. The temperature increases and I frantically attack our prison, in vain. The creature’s reserves are simply too vast.

“Almost,” Lars says as the skeleton descends a bit more. It is fully confident that we cannot reach it.

“Now.”

The skeleton casts a fire spell directly at Lars, who jumps up. His arm whirls and I hear a terrible crack.

In one beautiful moment, one of Lars’ javelins smashes through the spell and into the monster’s hand, destroying the closest orb in its utter violence. It was a beautiful throw, a perfect hit. Before our foe can so much as hiss, I lodge a bullet in its skull.

It doesn’t kill it.

I am limited by the material I work with. The Big Iron is an impressive tool, but the hammer can only fall so fast while the shield reforms. The second bullet, I lodge into its chest and see dust fan out from its back. The third and fourth follow. I place the next one in its waist and blow its right knee off with the last. It stumbles and tries to flee.

“Lars, we got it!”

There is no response.

“Lars?”

Silence. I cannot feel his aura. Around us, no, around me, the fires dim.

Wait, it cannot be. 

“Lars, where are you?”

The spell.

He went through it, through the blazing fire. 

He is… dead? I see only ash. Some fragments of armor.

Oh.

He’s dead, the absolute idiot.

I… never liked him, not really, and yet, I feel grief. Lars died. He died to save me? The imbecile! We just needed to stall! I have no need for people dying for me! By the Watcher.

Far away, the creature tries to stay afloat.

“Oh no, you are going nowhere.”

Just as I rush forward, a black trident flies through the ether and lands on the thing’s back. It pins it against the ground. Viktoriya is here. Too late for Lars.

“You.”

I smash a weak shield. Hard to digest an inch of enchanted silver with no stomach, huh?

“Are.”

I grab its helmet.

“A blight.”

No more jaw.

“And we.”

No more face.

“Will.”

No more head.

“Stop you.”

“Enough of this,” Viktoriya says as she pulls me away. She is late. “There is no time. You must cast the spell right away.”

She is right. This is a nightmare. If the mages are free to devour the magic around us, I might as well have fed them the army tied up on silver platters. I must hurry. There will be time for recriminations and reflection later.

“The mages are here. Henkel will stay. You will lead this one to the right side and take the third position. I shall handle the left and then warn Phineas. Hurry!”

“Without Lars, I will be unable to form a perfect circle…”

“The mages will feel the construct form and adjust their position. Have faith in your Speaker, Ariane, if not in your fellow Knights.”

What does it have to do with anything? Pah! I grab a squealing caster in a Princess carry and drop him inside of the thicket with ticks and his regrets for sole company.

“Be ready,” I warn.

“Ich weiss!” the man grumbles back.

I move up in a circle and realize our predicament. I hear musket fire, full volleys of them. A red halo speaks of many men carrying torches. 

I stop when I believe that I am in position. There are no real landmarks here, I just tried to remain at a constant distance away from the light of the invaders’ camp I could see. It will have to do.

I draw a circle with Rose, fall and gasp. A mighty draw is swallowing every piece of vitality in the surrounding world. This place is about to become a desert.

No.

No, they will not win. Their cruel and callous magic has the appearance of power, but it is the bloody grasp of the usurper, a rule steeped in terror and death. Unsustainable. The world might be at their mercy, but I am not, and if there is one thing I learned about magic by myself throughout the years, it is that only one thing attracts it more than creative thinking.

Balance.

“Stubborn foot and clenching jaws

Downward boot and closing maws

Take back what was once taken

Be fortress and be haven.”

The other mages are not quite in a circle. I am not the best caster, far from it, in fact. I use a circle of dirt and ferns instead of proper glyph inscriptions. None of it matters. When the spell winds up, all the energies drawn in by the undead pull back with merciless strength. I become the focus in a tug of war between greedy ants and a full world bent on survival. 

I have not felt that much power since I drank the blood of the Fae royal couple. This time, however, I am a tool. It matters not. I would do it a hundred times more.

Sweet, untainted life rushes through me, escaping the grasp of the invaders. I am a crux, an anchor. The very trees sway under the absolute power rushing out of the area. Around me, the brambles and vines could not be a more exquisite emerald color. I breathe in freshness untouched by the hand of man. Somewhere in the distance, a bird tweets a greeting to a sun that only dawned in its mind. And then, the hammer falls.

With the weight of millennia of grumpy inertia, reality settles down to stay. Again, I feel heavier and more shackled than before, but this time, I also feel more grounded. More resilient. The exception granted to my kind extends as protection.  

This is just the beginning, however, and I rush to the main road where rifles crack like fireworks. I stop as I near the edge of the burnt out clearing left by yesterday’s massive spell. The ashy plain is the scene of a furious battle. Austrians and Hungarians in white uniforms stand in triple ranks, shooting down waves of hounds and armor-clad invaders. I start picking off isolated targets while I observe the battle. A single skeleton stands at a distance, drawing from its reserves to throw dark javelins at infantrymen who die on contact, but most of its attention is turned to its defense and I quickly understand why when a hail of steel balls crash against its radiant shield. The guns are in play. Meanwhile, the foot soldiers attempt to advance from behind large shields close to Roman scutum. It appears that the mesmerizing range is limited. What a pity.

Between picking down wounds, soldiers carefully aim shots at advancing formations. Most of the bullets ping against the surprisingly durable shields, but others find arms, feet, or inquisitive eyes and a warrior falls. As I watch, an orb wielder loses his cover and falls down on the spot. A blueish cloud of smoke rises from a nearby tree. Our soldiers have brought jaegers, it seems. I can sense Phineas’ aura farther out, on the other side of the clearing. I decide to join him, but not before giving our side an edge.

I disappear back in the underbrush and reload the Big Iron with my most potent bullets. I weave between sentries until I am at the skeleton’s flanks and inspect it. Why are they all so tall? The shield only protects its front, as expected.

My instincts scream danger.

I shoot it in the head.

I dive to the side and rush out as a massive tongue of fire roasts everything in a cone, including the sentries. The lamellar armor protects me from most of the heat. I may have judged it too quickly. The skeleton wavers and flies up, then away. A second bullet pings against another shield.

Nevermind, I have already overstayed my welcome. I keep weaving and slaying the invaders I come across on my way to Phineas. On the edge of the forest, Esmeray jumps out from the darkness to steal an orb-wielder’s treasure. And also his head. We run side by side. I do not speak. 

“Yip?” she yelps around the orb.

“He sacrificed himself to slay a foe.”

Esmeray says nothing but her ears droop.

We find Phineas wiping his blade on a stained jacket. He stands among a sea of corpses, some of them Austrian riders. I recognize the officer who led us to the camp.

“I almost fell trying to cast that spell, Ariane. Where are the others?”

“Viktoriya should be here? Lars is gone.”

It is the first time I see the Englishman truly lose his composure.

“He is dead?”

“He walked through a fire spell to give me an opening. I could only avenge him.”

Phineas hisses softly, then our eyes meet.

“When this is all over, we will open a portal to the other side and pay them a visit, I think.”

“This will have to —”

I do not finish. We all feel it. A domineering aura like no other. Silence falls upon the battlefield. Even the guns, much farther removed, fall silent. Unmatched power unleashed with casual ease captivates everyone by its very presence. We three run back to the quiet battlefield.

I find it quite unfair that after all those efforts, we would be defeated by a mere presence. This undead skeleton does not fly, it hovers. Its chest is covered in embroidered robes while a massive headpiece the likes of which a pharaoh would envy adorn its front. Silvery orbs observe the assembled forces with glacial contempt.

The undead would be quite impressive, even if from the torso down, its bones were not that of a colossal serpent. The creature must be at least forty feet long from head to, well, tip. Its tail undulates in the air with lazy grace.

We stand dumbstruck. Is this still Poland? Have I been transported to some fantastic land of horrors? 

It grumbles a few things in a clicking tongue. With a single finger, it points at the closest line of soldiers which had started to push on. They die. They fall one by one without a word.

A trident as black as the void flies through the air and impacts a barrier with a clear sound like a delicate chime. The spell is broken, and behind the lines, Colonel Reissig comes back to his senses.

“Rückzug! Zieht euch zurück!”

The cry to retreat wakes his men from their stupor. By ones and twos, then all together, they run. I can hardly blame them. I would do the same, but the Dvor lady lands in front of us.

“You must run, Knights. You must run and tell the others of everything you know. Go. Now.”

The serpent undead sees her and lifts a single finger. Viktoriya is lifted from the air. She struggles but her form is still slowly brought forward. It is casting this through the heavy mantle. Its control must be divine.

“PARASITE. IT HAS BEEN EONS SINCE I LAST CRACKED OPEN A NEW SPECIMEN.”

It did not speak German like the others. It thought, and I understood.

“I am no specimen. Everywhere I go… I.. am… Queen! Magna Arqa!”

Against all odds, the spell breaks and Viktoriya lands on her feet. The area around her shakes and breathes and I realize that she has claimed it.

She is a Dvor Lady on her home ground.

I now understand why she would be the one they deploy. With this, she can fight at full power wherever she goes…

No, she cannot. The stopgap merely allows her to match a powerful battle lord and what we face is even deadlier. A shield encloses her, preventing her from escaping. The trident reappears in her hand but even as we run, I know that it will not suffice. 

We flee. There is nothing I can do. This creature is too much. Only old monsters would be a match, only those who have survived for centuries could face its ancient malice and live.

Unless.

“Hold on, I have an idea.”

“Ariane, no heroics! We have a mission!”

“We are not returning. We are merely sending a last message.”

“What in the name of the Eye are you talking about?”

“I want to tell that abomination to embrace modernity.”

“What?”

Soldiers and lesser undead mages — I cannot believe that I would ever have to use the terms — take positions around the clearing behind us, bearing their strange orbs. Viktoriya is trapped. She does her best to dodge and deflect spells but this is only a matter of time. I find the nearest abandoned gun and grab a solid shot from one of the fallen servants. He was killed by a long range spell. The cannon is primed, the powder in place. I only need to add a projectile.

Black talon against dark iron. I inscribe, and wish, and pray, and beg. I write the Likaean symbol for scorn on its smooth surface. A pearl of blood and I bring the ball to my mouth.

“Will of the world, carry my hatred. Let it be known. Let it be known.”

I feel my aura deplete as the enchantment takes hold. It is a rough thing, a spur of the moment born from desperation and defiance. The old magic sinks into the modern implement in an unholy marriage of technological excellence and primal savagery. The old and new arts merge as they always have in the pursuit of carnage. We have ruled over Earth since time immemorial. Every human civilization has carved its place in blood just like I have, back home. We are not animals, but we do bite.

“Nu Rask Enthreis.”

Let my hatred go forth.

With one last thanks sent at Sinead for his lessons. I push the projectile into the waiting maw where it disappears with whispers of doom. The barrel shakes when the payload comes to a rest.

The floating thing is just there, chuckling to itself. I move the gun and align it, just like Loth taught me. A blind man could not miss at this range. I grab the rope and press my body against the frame. I have to keep it stable or the recoil will send the projectile off-course.

A pair of hands grip the wheel to my left. Dark eyes, dark hair. A silent nod. I turn when another does the same on the other side.

“For Lars,” Phineas hisses.

I pull the rope, and the world goes white.

The ensuing roar deafens and blinds me. It sounds like five cannons shooting simultaneously if the cannonballs were made of damned souls. I feel more than hear glass breaking, then the most mind-rending shriek I have ever heard. The sound makes me scream and grab my head. Someone pulls me. I find myself running next to Phineas and Esmeray. Viktoriya is there looking worse for the wear.

“You are an idiot!” she bellows. “Also, thank you!”

Behind us, the forest burns. We flee without looking.


152: Life Itself 


We run and we keep running until we reach the camp. Our retreat is made in silence as we spend all our attention searching the earth and sky for danger. No cloud of death descends upon us, nor do the stones beneath our feet rise up, but after seeing what we stand against, I can no longer dismiss the possibility as too outlandish.

We did not truly stop at the camp so much as take it with us. It only takes ten minutes for the twitchy mortals to pack up their wagons with our help, and we only halt several miles away just as the sun warns us of its coming. The four of us huddle together in Viktoriya’s armored cart which contains, to my surprise, several sealed sarcophagi concealed below thick, armored walls.

“I sometimes fetch prisoners or kin whose lives are in danger,” she tells me when I express my surprise, “this carriage was designed with group safety in mind, hence why my main bed remains outside.”

The absence of it obviously leaves her chagrined. The only comfort comes from several cushioned seats, a fluffy carpet, a myriad of plush pillows and a couch large enough to accommodate Jarek. The air is dry and smells faintly of rose. Absolutely Spartan.

“My attendants will swerve around and travel to Krakow. We will join the families there and link up with the Knights at dusk. My people shall provide nourishment when you wake.”

We three nod to indicate our gratitude. Viktoriya is clearly not done, however.

“I will not forget what you have done for me. Ariane, in particular, I would like to talk to you alone. Esmeray, Phineas, we will discuss your reward tomorrow after I have given it some thought.”

She rolls over their protests. We are, after all, Knights performing our duties.

“Nonsense. Your mission was to carry word of my demise, not to prevent it. Enough now! Go to bed, little ones. I need to talk to Ariane. Shoo!”

The two obey and I take the seat opposite the diminutive black-haired lady. She seems uncertain, which given her youthful air gives her a more convincing mortality than some Hastings I have met. Only the dark of her eyes still carry the weight of centuries of strife.

“Ariane...”

A pause.

“I know that you will be in the thick of battle tomorrow. It would pain me if you died before I could repay my debt, therefore allow me to offer you a valuable piece of advice. I do believe that it might save you in an hour of great need…”

Another pause. Viktoriya sighs deeply, and I smell the cold spice of her breath. Her eyes close.

“The Eye, though I believe you call it the Watcher, is more… active than some may think. You have the more fluid aura of those who almost went rogue, so you have tasted the alien essence we carry deep within our minds. You have felt the canvas of our foreign souls. You know of what I speak.”

“Yes… I just never expected…”

“We lords and ladies do not share with our less experienced brethren because there are no words in Akkad or all the tongues of men to convey the experience. To describe the nature of the Eye is to muddle and confuse with inaccurate statements. I shall not do so. What I will do, however, is to talk about you.”

“About me?”

“Yes. We, the bloodlines, each embody a principle. Our strengths and weaknesses reflect the concept, whether we know it or not. Our borrowed instincts will influence us while we, in turn, interpret it according to our own beliefs and experiences.”

“I remember that my servant John mentioned tranquility being at the heart of who he was.”

“Precisely. For Lord Jarek of the Natalis, tranquility stems from crushing all opposition. For me, domain is not a place I know and love but what I can control right now.”

What is she… Oh…

“For your lover, domain is the spirit of a place, which permeates everything up to its very soil. Do you understand?”

“So then…”

“You must ask yourself what conquest means to you.”

I do not speak as the possibilities swarm my mind.

“It will not suffice but it is a necessary step. All of us have spent at the very least twice as much time as you have before we took the final step on the path to growth. You are young, proactive and, besides, American. Long periods of melancholic introspections are not in your nature.”

I frown. She is exaggerating a bit.

“When I was at your stage of my life, I kept Aristotle’s’ five books on ethics and the biography of Hildegard von Bingen as my bedside books. You keep raunchy novels.”

“H—How do you know!”

“Jimena of the Cadiz mentioned it the last time we met, and the thought of your prudish self-reading bodice-rippers amused me enough to remember it. It does not matter. What I wish to convey is that you need to reflect on what your nature means to you. How do you see yourself as part of your bloodline? This is the best advice I can give.”

“I see. I understand.”

“There is a reason why we do not guide mature Masters on the path to ascension. More often than not, our advice will hurt them because what worked for us might not work for others. I still believe that my advice is worthy, because I am quite old and quite experienced in guiding others. That is all. We will speak no more of this.”

“I appreciate it.”

“It will not repay the debt I have towards you. I have no doubt that, given your propensity for conflict, an occasion will arise sooner than later… provided that you survive long enough.”

“You have a mistaken impression of me. I am more than capable of diplomacy.”

“Oh, I know. You would be dead otherwise. You still resort to violence more than most people I have met. Enough talks, Ariane. I know you feel the coming of the sun as well. Until tomorrow.”

☐☐☐

I awaken in an unknown sarcophagus. The air inside is stale with the stench of ash and old blood. I carefully open the lid to find that the others have not risen yet, except for Viktoriya. A terse message leads me outside.

Our carriage, like many others, has been parked inside of a large, underground warehouse. The ceiling is high and arched, each section resting on four thick pillars, so numerous as to form a forest. Lamps shine everywhere and I hear the footsteps of mortals, as well as smell their sweat. Men huddle in groups and speak in hushed tones. I see a group of them in the non-descript, dull clothes of private guards. They fall silent when I allow them to spot me. The eldest bows and points me in a general direction in a Balkan language I do not recognize.

I make my way between crates of supply until I find a wall. Sentries let me in through a reinforced gate, and into what appears to be the vampire quarters.

“Good evening, Squire Ariane.”

“Knight Marlan…”

The warrior nods, his eyes hooded. He is surrounded by men I do not recognize and the Shade trainer. They stand in a circle, inspecting sheafs of paper in the antechamber I found myself in. We are still underground as the naked rock walls attest. Other auras come from beyond other doors. 

“My condolences for the loss of Lars. Normally, you would be debriefed, however, we require the presence of every combatant for the following operation and Viktoriya vouched for your squad. I assume that they are still slumbering?”

“They were when I left them.”

“Please take the door to my left and go to the cells. You are on time for the next interview with our prisoner. We will give formal orders once everyone is awake.”

“We have a prisoner?”

“See for yourself,” the man finally says before dismissing me. I search for the jail across a maze of corridors and small rooms. The entire place is dank and filthy. It is also crawling with vampires, most of them Dvor Masters and Courtiers. None give me more than a passing glance. Eventually, I find myself in a large, empty room guarded by Anatole’s squad. We exchange greetings, then the leader himself addresses me.

“You arrived just as we were beginning.”

Anatole morosely bangs on a barred door behind him. A female vampire in a beautiful blue dress emerges from it. She looks incongruous in this dank, rancid basement. Her deep perfume overwhelms my senses. She is also sporting some cleavage.

Before I even have to mask my surprise, I see a large Natalis follow her. He has all the trappings of a mercenary up to the elaborate but bare armor. His face shows burn scars on the left side.

The reason for their presence becomes obvious when I see the one who follows: a pulse, a bald head and relatively short stature. Hints of a burn wound under his chin.

The man turns and sees me. His face shows a beatific smile. I had never seen such unadulterated joy in an adult before.

“You! You killed god!” he exclaims in broken German.

I am confident that I did not. I do, however, understand what he means.

He is one of the invaders, more precisely, one of the armored grunts the mages sacrifice by the dozens. It lets me wonder how he can still be alive. I must be staring at his chin, because the woman in a blue dress soon talks.

“His suicide glyph malfunctioned and fizzled out, Squire Ariane. He then escaped to us and was picked up by Austrian soldiers who happened to be around. Our men seized him before he could be executed. My name is Andrea of the Dvor, and I am pleased that you have joined us. You and your companions left a lasting impression on Kurshu.”

His name sounds like someone choked on a piece of vegetable, coughed, then swore. 

“Kurshu has been very cooperative with us and we have managed to learn much from him despite the language barrier. He has shown a… refreshing approach to our planet.”

“Could you elaborate?”

“He was given fruit and cried with emotion.”

I hope that they do not let him try maple syrup or his heart will stop. 

“I was more interested in what we learned from him,” I tell her. She smiles in a way that does not reach her eyes, a polite rebuke. I feel a stillness in her aura that reminds me of another, but who? Ah, yes. Ignace. Constantine’s torturer.

She is the Dvor interrogator. That alien showed wisdom in its enthusiasm.

“Kurshu here informs us that he is a resident of ‘The Last City,’ commonly referred to as the City. It hosts quite a few of his brethren and extends up and down in a monumental, labyrinthine complex.”

“He told you that?”

“City very big, many many many streets, and cave,” the woman replies laconically. 

She glares.

“Please stop interrupting. The City also harbors the last remnants of life on their planet, as well as sixty-eight gods numbered by rank. That is, until you came along. Now there are sixty-five.”

“Killed the gods,” the man whispers in wonderment.

“And the half-snake thing we faced was…”

“The Eighth."

I digest this piece of information for a little while.

“This does not bode well.”

“The ‘gods’, although I assume that they merely asked what the German term was for ‘ultimate beings’, practice the true path which consists of ‘harnessing the life of the world’. They used their ultimate powers in times immemorial to save the Last City from a looming disaster, and should be worshipped and obeyed as a result.”

“They probably destroyed their own planet by consuming its very life.”

“The present members of the Dvor council and the Knights agree with your assessment. As for the rest, the renegade mages opened a path too close to the Last City and were discovered, following which mercenaries were captured and interrogated, hence why the invaders know a bit of German. The undead mages then opened a portal of their own from inside their city and started capturing prisoners. We estimate that they have upward to a thousand slaves, which are ‘harvested’ for their life force. Kurshu confirmed our suspicions on the current politics of the Last City. They are not united. Instead, the faction to which the Eighth belongs seeks to ‘make more gods’.”

“Let me guess, it will kill our planet.”

Anatole’s team forms a concerned circle around us.

“I suspect that the existence of… over sixty of those gods means that the planet can survive quite a bit more than one ceremony. Only a fool would believe that sixty is what there is instead of what is left. Nevertheless, the Dvor council unanimously agreed that an attempt at creating more would be unacceptable. We have fully mobilized for an assault on the gates. Together with the Knights, of course.”

Her late smile shows exactly what she thinks about our support.

“Now, I believe that you do not need a deeper understanding of the City’s caste society and utter lack of food to carry out your mission, therefore I suggest that you make your way to the command room in order to be briefed.”

She makes to leave, only to stop when the de facto prisoner moves towards me. He seems eager to speak.

“Great one! Will you kill more gods?”

“Yes, I will.”

Come to think of it, I have more questions for our amusing rescue, starting with those orbs they use. And the hounds.

“Andrea of the Dvor, why not take a break and let us speak further with Kurshu here. We have questions on their weaponry. I am sure that you can delve deeper into the lore at a later date.”

Ah, I finally get more of a reaction than condescending disdain. 

“We have no reports of the invaders deploying special weaponry,” she retorts.

Anatole cracks the mercenary’s grip open with the clever use of leverage and the relative fragility of wrists. 

“Beast collars and concentrated life used as a mental manipulator count as weaponry,” Anatole says, surprisingly coming to my help. “The Order will take custody of your ward until the time of the briefing as stated in our arrangement. Thank you.”

“Very well then,” the torturer replies with the same fixed rictus as before. I would bet a gold bar against a bag of chestnuts that she wears the same expression when showing prisoners their own pancreas. We move out and I follow Anatole throughout the chaotic depths while the ever-smiling Kurthus fixes me with puppy eyes.

“I have questions.”

“Of course, great one! Your world… amazing! Many trees! Apples! You like apples?”

The man grabs in the pocket of the simple shift he wears and offers me a brownish apple core with the seeds exposed.

“Thank you, but I already had dinner,” I lie.

The strange man nods in understanding before shoving the entire thing, twig included, into his mouth and chewing pensively.

“Sweet.”

He sighs deeply.

“May I ask you a few questions?” I say.

“What?”

“I ask questions.”

“Of course, Great One. Natürlich! Ask away.”

“How do the collars work?”

“Collars?”

I gesture at my throat and then mimic the opening maw of a Merghol hound.

I catch sight of Mannfred from the corner of my eye, the man looks so shocked that his opera villain moustache bristles.

“Oh yes! Collar? They are made with the true path. Feed the…”


He mimics. 

“Hounds, but slowly, and with trick! It makes the hound sated, but is lie!”

He gestures strangely with his hands, as if his face were melting.

“Deception! The hounds is still hungry. It just doesn’t know. Other part makes like very, very big hound.”

I remember the horror we faced with Nami all those years ago. It appears that the undead and their servants favor the medium specimen. I wonder why? Perhaps they are the most efficient. I also assume that the largest creatures being the size of small wagons, collaring them might be a more daunting process, especially if the mages consider the activity beneath them. 

“Why capture hounds?”

“They hunt, hmm, bad servants. Very good and very cheap. There are always hounds outside. Take the collar again and find another hound when they die.”

“So there are people who go against the gods?” I ask with some hope, but those are shattered immediately when the man crosses his arm and makes a pained expression.

“Not fight. Flee duty.”

“Where do the hounds come from anyway?”

“What?”

“Who made the hounds?”

The man looks fearfully around, but seems quickly comforted by the sight of moldy bricks glimmering ominously under the twilight glare of oily lanterns, and armor-clad vampires.

“Bad servants say that it was made for war between gods, by those who follow the true path. To kill the rest. The gods say they came with the great thing that killed the world.”

“If this is the truth, there could be ruins across this world, with more answers,” Anatole’s Vestal says.

“It could have happened millennia ago,” Anatole retorts, “long enough for only dust and bones to remain.”

Kurshu observes my companions a bit fearfully during their exchange. 

“Kurshu,” I continue, “what of the orbs?”

“Orbs?”

I try to for a ball but he apparently cannot quite catch my meaning. After a minute of fruitless inquiries, by which time we have emerged back into the underground warehouse, I give up and summon a light illusion of the real thing. Kurshu’s eyes widen in amazement.

“You are like a god.”

Perhaps we could liberate more of those invaders. They might be bad for the planet but they are good for my self-esteem.

“Please answer me. Those are orbs. What are they?”

“Many servants die, make one. Very useful. Even servants can use the true path when they have an orb, if they have, hmmm. If they are very good. The gods give their orbs to their best servants. It is a great honor.”

“How do servants use the true path?”

“It depends on the thing below the orbs. There are…”

He pretends to write with a stylus.

“Glyphs.”

“Glyphs say what the orb can do, then the servant says the orb should do it now. Not easy.”

“I understand.”

I consider experimenting with the orbs we should still have, but then give up on the attempt. I refuse to resort to this tainted power. I would rather break the tool and free its imprisoned life force.

Our steps lead us to a great gathering of vampires around a central table. I have some experience being among so many powerful auras, but this is the first time that I see such a divided assembly outside of peace talks. 

One side of the large, lantern-lit underground belongs to the Knights. On top of my team, I also see three others whose members are unknown to me, but whose armors are significantly more elaborate than my own. I curse once again the need to wear a uniform. Loth’s armor would have made a difference here. Even the armor Octave currently wears as our representative pales in comparison to that masterpiece, in my own unbiased opinion. The Knight Champion sits on one end of the command table with the Shade trainer and Marlan by his side. I force myself not to smile when I recognize someone I know well standing behind him. Kurshu is returned to Andrea and I make my way to my team, as is proper. She does not care and moves around the assembly and bumps against me. I smell the cold spice of her perfume covering that of mildew.

“Sister,” I whisper.

Jimena only winks. Ah, but it is a comfort to see someone I can truly, fully rely on. A pressure is lifted from my shoulders.

More relaxed, I study our counterparts. The Dvor form a much more eclectic mix of fighters, most of them male and armored in antiquated, though well-crafted and enchanted armors. They remind me of engravings of soldiers throughout the ages in some expensive historical recounting. Despite what their diverse appearances might suggest, the warriors stand in close formations behind a handful of battle lords like retinues. Viktoriya sits on their side of the table but she does not lead. Instead, authority was seized by a greying, bearded lord wearing a genuine lion skin over his shoulder. He has strange traits, drawn and sharp, possibly of an ethnic group that no longer exists. While I do not doubt that Octave can defeat him in a duel, it will have to be through skill alone because the aura radiating from the seated figure speaks of the strength to crush boulders. A few Natalis mercenaries add their not-inconsiderable weight to their side.

A few weaker fighters join us, quickly emerging from their dwelling places to join us in silence. The only person still moving is Kurshu, who tries to amble around every minute like a guttersnipe on a sugar rush. Eventually, all who matter are gathered and the old Dvor lord addresses us in a rumbling basso.

“Welcome to Krakow. For those of you who live under a rock, I am Commenus, second member of the Dvor council. We are here to address yet another barbaric invasion on our lands, this time by…” he sighs, “skeleton mages from another world. I do not know who cocked up this time and I do not care. We are here to kill every last one of those things and send their heads home as a warning. Speaking of which, Andrea, you will retire this instant with the prisoner. This is a war council.”

Another smile from the strange woman, with one death glare thrown my way for good measure. Well, am I truly to blame? Nobody said that she had to stay.

“Women…” the old lord grumbles. Ah, one of those. Torran warned me that his kind’s views transcended time and space.

“Right. We face an enemy whose knowledge of witchcraft defies everything we know on Earth. Now, I was led to believe that our own magicians somehow made themselves useful for once by levelling the playing field? Who was it?”

A forest of gazes settles on me and I take a step forward in silence. I know better than to speak. Any discussion I could have with this gentleman would be counterproductive and, besides, I do not value his opinion. 

I feel the brush of aura against my own. It stops short of being rude and so I do not have to enter a contest of control against an ancient monster. 

“A… foreigner. You will give the spell to one of our elder mages for study.”

Vikotriya hisses softly, then deliberately points at a note on the table by the man’s side. The pair glares at each other with the sort of animosity bred by centuries of conflict, but he eventually relents and reads the report. 

“Ismael will handle the spell, unless the Knights have a caster lady hidden under their armored skirts? I thought not.”

It annoys me, yet once again I made an oath to serve the Knights and I will abide by it. 

“The spell requires a circle to be formed around the affected area,” Octave informs the old Dvor, “we will need everyone capable of casting to work together if we want a circle large enough to affect the right battlefield.”

“Fine, all the mortal mages will be under the supervision of Ismael then. Can it be cast several times in a row?”

We enter the more tedious part of the briefing. It is decided to cast the spell twice, once to address the invader vanguard, and a second time around their base. I hope that they have not developed a countermeasure yet, though to be fair, the interdiction field seems to be more of a nuisance than anything else.

“As of an hour ago, the invader forward troops have engaged the Austrian army and Krakow garrison within riding distance of the city. Casualties seem to be heavy on both sides but the local forces are holding, a pleasant surprise. It appears that a certain Colonel Reissig managed to bring back enough bodies to convince authorities of the reality of the threat. Hmmm. We will crush them first to get used to the opposition and then move on to the base.”

After a few discussions, the two clans align to start the battle by casting my spell around the current battlefield, then by attacking all together. The Dvor command the Dvor and the Knights command the Knights, each taking a wing. A special detachment of a Dvor and a Knight squad are charged with protecting the mages during the process before they rejoin the battle. Then, we are to repeat the same plan around the base and move in to destroy all opposition. Both groups have stockpiled projectiles and weapons enchanted to destroy shields, the skeletons having proved themselves rather flimsy. Those are distributed, then Marlan goes into great detail about the enemy capabilities up to and including their telekinesis and deadly fire spells. Word is sent to get specially enchanted shields from the nearby armory. I am amazed at the quality of the materials soon distributed around the room, and I realize another difference between New and Old World means. Our difference does not just stem from our lack of Fae blood. They have also been stockpiling master-crafted arms for centuries. 

With a few last orders to the respective team leaders, the meeting is about to finish when I raise my hand.

“Yes?” Viktoriya asks before both Marlan and Commenus shut me down.

“How do we close the gate?”

The susurrus of conversation dies out as all eyes return to the speakers, me included.

“In case you have forgotten, the gate is not a spell, it is an anchored magical construct teetered on the other side of the veil. Only the aperture appears on our side. With magic sealed, we have no means of closing it on our end.”

“And would they not close the gate behind themselves when we descend upon their camp?” Commenus asks, annoyed.

Oh, so kind of him to hand me the stick.

“You seem to believe that we are facing the bulk of their forces. Our prisoner indicated that the undead mages number themselves by ranking power, and the creature that endangered Viktoriya was called the Eighth. Moreover, we have only come across a handful of the sixty-five undead mages present in their city. For whatever reason, our foes are holding back. I see no reason to assume that they intend to persevere in this mistake.”

“You are making assumptions,” Commenus says.

“And you are basing your plan on an enemy failure.”

“Ariane,” Marlan says, but I have time for one last jab.

“Bold of you to assume fear from creatures lacking endocrine glands.”

Perhaps that was a bit too much as the man stands and growls. Ah, I simply cannot help myself, it seems, even when I know better.

“Ariane!”

“She is correct,” Viktoriya interrupts, though she does not look pleased by my antics, “and unless we intend to cross to the other side, we need a solution. I do not see us triumphing if the foe has free access to our planet’s lifeforce. Ariane, do you have a solution?”

“It will be explosives,” Jimena says, nodding wisely.

The Knights and Dvor combatants focus on me.

“Well. We could pass a powerful bomb through the aperture and destroy their installation,” I admit, “but it needs to be done carefully lest the first spell sends us to a fiery doom.”

“I knew it.”

“Not helping,” I hiss.

“I have no objection provided that you build the bomb, prime it, and deliver it yourself,” Commenus says with a ghastly smile.

“Of course!” I retort with outrage, “I would not trust luddites with such a delicate project.”

The table groans under two different sets of claws, only one whose owner can give me orders.

“That will be all, Ariane, thank you,” Marlan says between gritted teeth. “You may now pursue this endeavor, but keep in mind that you only have a few hours, then we leave and push the invaders out in any case.”

I consider the question. We have receptacles capable of withstanding powerful spells already, but I do not see us achieving the sort of damage we need with just powder. I sigh.


“What do you need to create your bomb?” Phineas asks by my side. 

“I can find all the ingredients easily. The problem is getting enough power to damage whatever is on the other side in a way that deters any further attempt.”

“You need power?” Esmeray asks.

“Yes?” I ask with some surprise, but Esmeray merely bounces away and returns, giving me a bag. Even before opening, I know what it contains from the powerful energy it emits.

Orbs in every shade of the rainbow lie there like pilfered eggs. I remember that she captured as many as she could to deny them to our foes.

“Will that do?”

I caress the surface of one of the mighty artefacts. Roiling power pushes back tamely against my fingers like a purring tiger, containing more magical might than I have ever held.

And there are eight of them.

“I am going to need those, Kurshu, a sarcophagus, air-tight bags, mercury fulminate and as much phosphorus as you can find me...”

Phineas massages his temple as I keep listing supplies. 

No backsies.


153: The Hammer Falls 


The sun has set for an hour and I am giving the finishing touches to what will be the most devastating explosive device this world has ever seen. I used the sarcophagus as a base, its isolating protective spells enough to protect it against all but the most determined assaults. Unfortunately, the lid needs to be opened to start the countdown but I deem it a necessary precaution.

For a primer, I have a simple yet sturdy contraption based around a clock and a generous amount of mercury fulminate, linked to enough white phosphorus to melt down a factory. The heat of the primary explosion will be concentrated through a double circle and used to break the orb’s containments. All of them. Simultaneously.

Kurshu helped with understanding how the orbs work. There are glyphs inscribed in their base that stabilize them because, as it turns out, life energy compressed to the size of a fist can be quite volatile. How truly surprising. It was a simple matter of manipulation to weaken their containment. Once it is done, the explosive release will create a significant amount of damage if the frozen, panicked smile on the prisoner’ face is any indication. He must have asked eleven times if I was quite sure.

I place the last orb in its improvised casing and smile.

This will be glorious, nay, historical. I only regret that I will not be able to see it explode, one way or another. No one can trigger the device and run far enough to escape its blast.

Phineas barges into the secure room I liberated as I perform one last check. He holds in his hands a dark satin undergarment with little while frills on the thighs.

“I have it! I have found it!”

I blink very slowly and my mind leaves the labyrinthine depths of military engineering to recall our past conversation.

“Ah.”

“Is this not the garter belt you requested?”

“Well, yes, that is to say, well...”

“Out with it woman, time is precious!”

“About that. I fear that when I listed a garter belt among the necessary supplies, I was speaking in jest.”

Phineas’ face crumbles, aghast.

“I apologize for the deception. I let my excitement carry me away. The bomb is ready.”

“Do you have any idea how difficult it was to find a garter belt around here? Do you think that I went from district to district, knocking on the doors of the most renowned hussies?”

“I can only offer my most heartfelt apologies. It was inappropriate.”

I sniff the air, a new aroma now overcoming that of tightly packed phosphorus.

“I see that you were able to offer some incentive to separate the item from its owner.”

“If the skeletons do not kill you, I will.”

It takes only a moment for me to calm Phineas down as he can see how contrite I am about the whole fiasco. We pack up and make to leave until I realize that we will need some sort of cart, if only for the sake of balancing the bomb. Fortunately, it appears that Marlan has taken my proposal seriously for once. Jimena is here, as well as Anatole and his team. 

“The leadership recognizes the potential use of your device. We are to provide escort,” the blond fake prince intones in a cold voice. I understand his reticence. While he is saddled with the role of guardian, the other teams are fighting on the frontlines. His being the least experienced true Knight team, the leadership must have considered him as non-essential.

I would be more worried about a bomb that would scatter us over the whole of Lesser Poland if it sets off while we are around, but he has always had a terrible sense of priorities.

“We can depart,” I tell him with just a bit of condescension, just to needle him a bit. Jimena rolls her eyes for a second then we are off. My sister kindly organized a cart and a lower Nightmare to drive it. I decide not to call on Metis out of respect for Phineas who would remain on foot. The only mounted person will be Kurshu who follows us at a safe distance on a horse he rides with the grace of a sack of potatoes. We leave at a brisk pace through wide-opened double-doors. The pungent smell of fermented hops hits me as soon as I see the sky.

“We are under a brewery. Enchantments keep the stench at bay, until you open the doors at least,” Jimena explains in a low voice.

Anatole leads the way without hesitation out of the compound, then out through tilled fields and the golden stalks still to be harvested. The warm summer air still carries the scent of cut wheat and dust, and a few lamps and torches shine on top of locked doors. No one looks through their windows even as wheels growl on packed earth. We hurry. 

Thirty minutes through tamed land and we hear distant guns. I express my surprise.

“The mortals are still fighting?”

“They engaged the invaders in the early afternoon. Several detachments of the Austrian army as well as Polish militia units have fought back and forth for hours, to and from the village of Tarnozych, which is currently in the skeletal hands of the opposition. The skeletons themselves have held back, instead deploying a stupendous amount of soldiers and beasts,” Mannfred replies, clearly impressed. 

We continue and find our first bodies soon enough, mostly soldiers fleeing the frontlines who died from their wounds. An aura flares in the distance, a clear beacon to those with any sort of sense. We move forward when I hear a commotion ahead, as well as a mighty roar, one I recognize.

“A Merghol brood mother. They are quite dangerous.”

“Squad, forward. Team Willow, Jimena, you will keep moving the package,” Anatole orders and half of the group charges forward. We hear sounds of battle, intense and bloody, and finally a great yowl as we arrive upon a field through a curtain of trees. The great, horrendous shape of a broodmother still twitches on the ground, its (not her, I refuse) form bleeds from many small wounds and a few devastating gouges that would have cleaved a cow in twain. I recognize my kin’s unsubtle touch.

There are also mortals in the clearing. They are cavalrymen in stained uniforms who look exhausted. Two dead horses lie on the ground, with their riders still holding blood-stained sabres in their shaky hands. The vampires discuss their fates in low voices.

“Anatole,” I say, “you should know that you stand in the presence of the commander of yesternight’s mortal forces.”

His pale blue gaze travels disparagingly over the gathering of terrified humans. It stops at the short shape of the moustached colonel Reissig, now much less polished and bleeding from a gash in his shoulder. He is the only one who hasn’t taken a step back yet. 

“Will he be an issue?”

“I believe that he wishes to return to his lines. I am certain that we can come to an understanding,” I tell him, feeling a natural respect for a man who leads an artillery battalion. 

“You have two minutes, barring this, they will only be a few more corpses on a field that already has too many.”

I nod and make my way forward, Phineas and Esmeray covering my back. Colonel Reissig sees us approach with obvious distrust, and yet he does not move. I do not know how I would react if I saw unknown combatants with the sort of abilities that Anatole’s team just displayed.

I allow myself a smile. The good Colonel stares at me with growing suspicion, his memory hazy after such an exhausting battle. His eyebrows finally rise when I stop a few paces away from his anxious mount.

“You… the peasant girl!”

“Guten abend. I see that you have found our foes.”

“You deceived me! Do you know how many—”

I interrupt his sputtering with a raised hand, Charming him into silence.

“Have you missed the part where we saved your men? We share the same enemies, you were just unaware of the fact.”

“You are witches! Witches and sorcerers!”

“And mages and whatever you wish to call us. It matters not. We are being attacked by devils and their worshippers. I merely showed you the truth before they could collect too many innocents.”

“I do not trust you. I will never believe you or your kind!”

He is livid. Any supernatural attempt at calming him down now would lead to suspicion. 

“Do as you wish. We have no need of your approval to carry out our mission, the elimination of those monsters and the closing of the gate from whence they came.”

“A portal to hell?”

“They certainly did not pop out of a fairy circle,” I lightly comment.

The Colonel still glares with his furious eyes, moustache unkempt after a day of fighting. Now that I am close, the cloying smell of horse and human sweat almost overwhelms that of blood and offal. 

“I do not trust you, and still I must ask. Where do these things come from?”

I frown.

“You engaged them yesterday. You were within walking distance of their gate.”

“You saw us?”

“We fought by your side, from the shadows, as always. You should have saved your artillery guns.”

“I know! Dammit.”

He takes a deep breath and I use the opportunity to exploit the chip in his self-righteous armor.

“Those creatures are news to you but we have been fighting their kind for decades. You were just blind to it.”

My declaration is welcomed with various reactions from the onlookers, which is much better than overwhelming censure.

“Are the end times upon us then?” the colonel finally asks to himself.

“Not if we can help it. Speaking of which, you should return to your men. We have demons to slay, no?”

“Perhaps they come here because of you, the evil worshippers!” he declares, but his heart is not in it and I merely chuckle.

“If you think we are the only sinners, you have not been paying attention. Auf wiedersehen, Herr Reissig. If we both make it through the night. You should be on your way now.”

The man grinds his teeth. Only his sense of duty prevents him from asking more questions, I think. He was already paranoid when we met. How his natural curiosity must war with his distrust now.

“The beast is dead, gentlemen, let us head back. Raus!”

And they are gone.

“Is it wise to let them go?” Phineas asks with a frown.

I shrug.

“Tonight’s events will ruin the reputation of spellcasters anyway. I would rather not deny our allies a capable commander.”

“If you are done, we should leave,” Anatole interrupts with obvious impatience. We are nearly at the beacon.

We leave the road and follow a beast trail through a well-traveled forest. The ground is quite trampled and we do not have to wait long until we find a clearing where a dozen mortal mages finish setting up a circle. They work under the supervision of a dark-skinned lord with close-cropped hair and a long beard, wearing robes of exotic make. He turns to us as we arrive.

“Greetings,” Anatole starts.

“Unfortunately, we do not have the time for pleasantries. Casters, please come and join me. Now.”

Phineas, the Vestal and I detach from our rank. The archmage points at several circles slaved to the main construct. Compared to what I used to cast, his work is that of a true master, and it took him less than an hour. He also successfully modified the base spell to allow for additional mages to bolster it.

Impressive

“You were the first to deploy the hex?” the man asks as we take our positions.

“To my knowledge, yes.”

“Were you the first to cast it here in a combat situation?”

“Oh, yes.”

“Then you will start the casting and I will focus on the essence management. Do you understand?”

“I have cast with an archmage before. I know how to proceed. I will direct the spell while you provide the power.”

“Very good. I, Ismael, consent to it.”

He speaks with the rhythmical intonation of one who repeats a ritual sentence, and so I refrain from pointing out that he was the one to ask. I take my place and sigh in delight. This circle is a masterwork. I can feel the connection of over thirty mages in a circle so wide that it could encompass a small city. Their power thrums through the inscriptions, smooth and pleasant instead of overwhelming, thanks to Ismael’s careful management. The proper runes have all been inscribed in smooth rock covered with silver powder. Everything is ready, and not a second too soon.

The world bends and pulls inward, its life force draining. The circle reacts instantly as every mage present resists it on the fumes of a previous casting.

“What is this, a tug of war?” I grumble as I reform my link.

“An accurate if childish assessment,” Ismael reproaches. “Now that you are here, we should win easily. You were the first to cast, therefore it is a proprietary spell.”

He must see the incomprehension on my face because he sighs and elaborates.

“The world remembers, and the world remembers you. A spell is always the strongest for the one who made it, with or without help. Enough talk. We do not know what the skeletons are doing and we do not intend to find out. Now, cast.”

He is correct. I center myself, take a deep breath. Power rushes through me, the might of dozens of war mages. Normally, I could not manage this much power but Ismael is here to guide it, weave it into the mighty construct. I activate each rune in turn and voice the incantation.

“Stubborn foot and clenching jaws

Downward boot and closing maws

Blades are drawn, the light is gone

Gates are shut, your time is done.”

Because of me, the spell is cast with full effect and because of Ismael, the power of our aides is fully employed. Our might breaks the stalemate and tranquility descends like a shroud upon the land. Life essence shivers then settles down. The enemy efforts have been rendered meaningless.

We hear a distant, terrible moan. No human throat could produce this.

“What was that?” Phineas whispers.

I hear a horse panic behind us and Kurshu walks into the clearing under the disapproving glare of Ismael.

“One of the gods grieves,” he whispers.

“Their pain is of no import,” the old lord grumbles. 

He lifts a hand and launches a spell that arches into the air before glowing like a flare. Somewhere in front of us, a great roar echoes throughout the empty night. Soon, the din of battle reaches us through the thick brambles.

“We will proceed forward now. Do you have your explosive device?” Ismael asks.

“Yes,” I answer guardedly, but he merely smiles.

“I remember a time when greek fire ruled the seas, little one. I approve of your ingenuity. You will follow with your team and the… prisoner, but you will not engage. We are yet to approach the main hold.”

He sprints away and I follow with the rearguard, including the mortal mages. We come across the scene of a ruined village surrounded by blackened, fallow land. Only burnt wrecks remain of the buildings.

To our left, the fields are covered in corpses of hounds and armored servants, while a few lines of white and dun uniforms show where the Austrian and Polish assaults came to a halt. In front of us, the vampire force is shredding through battered and beleaguered enemies, exhausted after a day of fighting. I come in time to see a trio of skeletons fly up unchallenged into the darkness of the night. Only one has remained and it even now emits a terrible keening sound. It is not the Eighth but another one, imposing and clad in golden armor. As I watch, it raises a hand and launches powerful fire lances at the fleet figure of Commenus. The ancient lord dodges them with blinding speed while, beyond, vampires scatter to allow the two ancient horrors free reign. I am surprised to see that the undead mage is on the offensive, destroying everything its staff touches with great explosions. Commenus, however, fights much more defensively. Like Anatole, his soul weapon is a twin set. He wields a Roman Scutum and gladius, which would make him very, very old indeed. His defensive style allows him to dodge most strikes and block what he cannot avoid. As I watch, the undead sends a great wave of fire his way. When the spell fizzles, the ancient lord stands from behind his shield, unharmed.

It would seem that Rose is not the only soul weapon with special properties, because Commenus should have been torched until only ashes remain. A shield does not stop heat coming from the sides.

The lord charges in turn and pushes the creature back with fast, precise strikes. The skeleton howls again and brings his staff down. The world burns around it, but Commenus is already gone. He stands facing his foe as it rises from the resulting crater.

“Magna Arqa.”

Even though he must be far from his land, the power of the lords answers. I hear the words and experience that peculiar feeling of the Watcher seeping through the cracks of reality. Commenus turns into a dark-winged, demonic figure and points his blade forward. At the same time, Ismael unleashes his spell.

A mighty ray of dark light links both the archmage and the skeleton across a hundred paces. The skeleton freezes and so does the mage, locked as they are in a mental contest of will. I can feel the might of the mind magic from here. As for the result of the war, we shall never find out, because Commenus charges. The angelic and demonic figure lands on the skeleton and smashes it to pieces. Ismael reels back from the shock.

By that point, the field is ours. The surviving servants run away, leaving their hounds to be slaughtered. The rearguard moves down into the remains of the village. To the right, I see an altar surrounded by alien sigils.

“What is that?” Phineas asks.

I study the strange structure. A massive stone slab occupies the backyard of some large edifice, now an unrecognizable ruin. I noticed no such a thing the last time we inspected the village so this must be a recent addition. The closer we get and the more detail I discern. The richer life energy in the air shows that we are approaching the epicenter of what the invaders attempted. Even the grass seems more vibrant. The rune work soon appears not just on the ground but in the air as well, where they float with fading light like dying embers. The small vortex of energies disperses from the slab in a gentle, immaterial breeze as refreshing as light rain after a summer drought. On the slab, we find a woman. She is old and wizened, just as bald as Kurshu but clearly feminine. In death, her naked form lacks the puppet quality that some corpses have. A black dagger is lodged in her chest. A complex attire is folded at her feet. She died recently.

“What sort of ritual were they conducting? What can they achieve with one sacrifice that their orbs cannot do?” Phineas asks, surprised. His knowledge of spellcraft is still lacking but in this situation, it would not have helped. We are facing an entire new brand of magic.

Although, I can infer the purpose of the ritual.

“Feel the power in the dagger. They were channeling energy into it, not out. They were pushing life into the woman.”

The elegant man raises a dubious brow.

“Would it not be counterproductive to stab her then?”

“They were creating another undead mage, you daft twit!” I finish.

“Oh. A bit hurried, is it not?”

I shrug. Who knows what goes in the craniums of those strange beings.

“The old man killed the fifteenth,” Kurshu says in a subdued voice as Commenus picks up the mage’s skull. Some of us are collectors and this is an unusual quarry.

“It was the fifteenth?” I repeat. He was significantly weaker than the serpent mage despite being less than ten ranks apart.

“Fifteenth very strong. Eighth to first… different. Best gods. But, fifteenth and eighth are not in the same faction.”

“What do you mean?”

“So far, only the Eighth’s cohorts have been here. I was one of his servants. Now, the third’s cohort is here with their Merghol beasts. The eighth must have entered an agreement.”

“This cannot be good,” Phineas mutters, and Esmeray shakes her head.

“You brought the prisoner here?” a rugged voice says behind us. I felt his aura, of course, and did not turn.

“He has valuable insights on the current situation,” I inform Commenus as I face him. He and Ismael are soon joined by Octave and other senior knights while a slightly intimidated Kurshu relays what he observed. 

“If we were only attacked by a faction before, then the invaders have a lot more troops to commit to their cause. We must take the gate before they call upon too many reinforcements. Nights are short right now, and so is our window of opportunity,” Marlan remarks.

“This changes nothing,” Commenus grumbles. “We were on full attack against an unknown number of enemies before and we are doing the same now. Enough talk. We leave.”

The ancient monster walks forward without waiting for further input, soon joined by the entirety of the Dvor contingent. There is little to do but to follow. We soon reach the woods surrounding the enemy base for the third time in as many nights. Just as before, I stay in the rear to guard our precious cargo.

The vampires fan out before us to cover our approach. Soon, Ismael stops in the middle of the forest path. 

“We have no need for another spell.”

“Why?” I ask, taking a few steps. Then I feel it. The interdiction area we cast yesterday still holds. The land is quiet and reticent.

“I have never been so glad to be made powerless,” the dark-skinned man chuckles. He gestures and the mages fall back. Commenus does not wait.

We soon arrived at the scene of yesterday’s battle. An entire section of the forest has been turned into a glass plain of scorched earth. Farther up, we find the battlefield where Reissig’s men stopped and fought. It has been picked clean. Only a great mountain of hound carcasses remains, a stinking tower of purple flesh, rancid and vile. Not even the flies have picked at it.

“Not far now,” I tell myself.

We move a bit more, then the ground erupts in a great gout of flame, instantly killing a Dvor master.

“Traps,” Ismael growls, “Let me go first.”

Our progress slows to a crawl. I cannot feel the constructs, though I stand rather far. The heavy cover of the interdiction area allows our presence and little else. We may not cast. I suspect that even Magna Arqas might be subdued here, and yet our foes still manage to work their unholy arts to inflict more death.

Ismael takes no risk. As soon as he spots a trap, he throws a few unidentified stones he removed from a recess of his robe. They trigger and spew their deadly payload into the air. Our advance is marked as clearly as if we carried beacons with us.

“Could they have moved the base?” I wonder.

“No,” Anatole says by my side, “even they depend on supplies. It takes time to move and build a camp to accommodate thousands. They will not move unless we make them.”

He does not look at me. Instead, his blue eyes sweep our flanks, looking for anomalies. I always assumed that he would not give me the time of the day, much less explain things. Perhaps he did make some progress.

His insight soon proves warranted when Ismael gestures and we stop. He throws a stone and it flashes against an invisible wall, sending ripples across its smooth, flat surface.

A shield, of a scale never seen before. The base lies nestled in its dying valley beyond sight and we will have to break it to move forward.

Without magic, the task is nearly impossible. Members of the vanguard with soul weapons bang them helplessly against the colossal defense. It will take hours, hours that we do not have. 

Just as I consider my options, the impacts cease and the crowd falls silent. From the skies, the form of a skeleton mage holding an orb descends, majestic. Its robes move in the light wind like pennants and its great ivory snake tail twirls lazily. Six others flank it, three on each side.

“All but the lords, back up. Back up now,” Octave declares, and I hear the concern in his voice. He will not have to repeat himself. We run. Even the Nightmare we use senses the urgency of the situation. I turn around as we flee to take in the Eighth as it lifts a gnarled hand. Its voice is warm and velvety. It does not fit its abominable image. As for the words, they are clipped and guttural and I do not understand their meaning. 

What I do understand is that it is casting a spell from within the safety of the shield and that of the air, and we can do nothing to stop it. A white ball gathers between its claws. With one last word, he lets it fly.

The spell explodes in a whitish, powdery veil that expands in a sphere. It covers the lords, even Commenus. It covers our frontlines.

It reaches me.

I feel something poke my essence, then a cloak-like feeling as the spell settles on my aura like ink on paper. I look down to see whitish stars shining on my armor like a mirror of the Milky Way, not harmful but present. And always visible.

“Shit, they marked us,” I say.

“I felt something,” Phineas said as he inspects a glove. Esmeray shivers and scratches herself, clearly ill at ease.

Looking forward, it has become clear that the entire vanguard is marked as well. The only ones exempt are the mortal mages.

The Eighth has figured out that we were different, which we should have expected when they started to resort exclusively to fire. Now, he is targeting us, and he is right. Without us, Krakow and its defenders will fall, then they will have free reign to defile the planet to fuel their disgusting rituals. 

I look up with no small amount of fear, convinced that the serpent mage will now release some seeking fire spell of great power against us. I wonder if I can run fast enough or if Rose will help, and yet it does not happen. The creature contemplates us like insects under its hollow gaze and… flies away. The other creatures follow it in a cursed flock.

We are alone.

“What just happened?” Phineas asks, but no one replies. Some of us try to remove the whitish powder from our beings, in vain. I try as well and realize that it clings to us like an oily layer, and is just as impossible to remove. We have to restrain Esmeray who had started to claw at her skin.

“They marked us. Are they going to cast some grand spell?”

“Probably. And if they can locate us, they will not even have to.”

“What do you mean?”

“She means,” Anatole says, “that if the creatures have somehow learned of our weakness, they will not even have to expend spells. Our best protection during the day has always been stealth. Now, they can just pick us off if they can find us.”

Kurshu walks to us and sighs.

“Ah, bad. It is the Amkur. Bad servants have this if they open the wrong gate. Take food.”

“How long?” I ask, “How long does it last?”

“I do not know. Bad servants always die first.”

Well, this is problematic.

We quickly go and relay Kurshu’s finding to Octave and Commenus. The two leaders exchange a glace.

“We will have to scatter at least three hours before dawn. How much time do we have left?”

“A bit over two hours if we follow your plan,” Ismael says as he joins, hands holding a massive brass watch.

“All shields draw on resources to be maintained and to resist attacks. We could try exhausting it. With that many soul weapons, anything is possible.”

“Do you truly believe that we can breach that?” Octave asks, looking behind him. The main group still bangs helplessly on a dome as wide as a town.

“There is a chance. The skeletons are starved for resources,” Ismael agrees, “they have made liberal use of their orbs over the past few days and lost many of them. It makes little sense for the snake monster to let us go instead of eliminating us in one large conflagration, unless he would prefer to save his strength. The skeletons do not appear to need sleep and they operate during the day without issue. They also fly while the mortals do not.”

The others consider the question. I would remark that the shield might consume more energy than a spell designed to track and destroy us, but the truth is that I have no idea how this branch of magic functions.

“The undead do not create life energy,” the Vestal of Anatole’s team says.

Oh, of course.

“They cannot replenish their aura naturally like we do. They must take it from somewhere.”

“Yes. And with the life energy around their base denied, they might not have had much opportunity to collect more safely.”

“None of that matters. If we do not breach the shield, we cannot get into the base.”

Hmm.

Can we?

I turn to Kurshu, clearly ill at ease in the middle of so many of us. He is starting to stink a bit as well.

“Is there a way to go though? Key?”

“This…”

He mimics a barrier.

“Shield.”

“Understood. This shield… very strong. The gods use it to protect their houses.”

“We need to get to the gate.”

“Can you not open one?” he asks.

I wince, I do not know the ritual. Opening the gate is a complex, grueling process that leads to desert and hounds. Until now, I had no particular reason to learn it.

“I do not know the runes,” I admit.

“Runes?”

I kneel and draw the dwarven symbols for ‘looming disaster’ on the ground.

“Runes. I understand. If you want a gate with runes, can you use the first?”

“The first?”

Kurshu nods.

“Before the gods come here, they make a gate to go back, not too far, so if there is a bad thing, they can get back to the Last City. The runes are there. On the ground.”

All the vampires present stare at the man, with the notable exception of my teammates who do not speak German.

“Can the circle even be reactivated?” Commenus asks.

“It depends. We would need to see it to know for certain,” Ismael replies.

“Then I think it best,” the old man speaks between clenched teeth, “if we focus on the plan at hand.”

“Hold on, old friend. If the circle can be reactivated, we can send the bomb through.”

“It would not close the gate that concerns us the most.”

“Perhaps it would. Ariane, how powerful is that bomb, exactly?”

My intuition wakes and coils. For the shortest moment, visions of flame and a sound like tinnitus break through the heavy yoke of the interdiction spell.

“All of the Last City will feel its touch. Some more, some less,” I tell him.

“I see. Commenus, Octave, I propose that their team pursues this lead with our mage followers. Meanwhile, we will keep probing that shield. The investment is small and the potential benefits are immense.”

“Mph. I suppose that a handful of masters and neutered magic tossers will hardly make a difference. What do you say, duelist? Those are your minions after all.”

“We prefer the term squire, Commenus,” Octave replies, but the gruff monster ignores him. Octave tilts his head and inspects the wall, still imperiously ignoring the weapons banging on its surface.

“I have no objection, but team Aspen and Jimena will stay.”

“With all due respect, sir, if we successfully open the gates, someone needs to cover Ariane while she triggers the spell,” Anatole says.

Octave considers him in silence.

“Very well. You and your team will go. It should be more than enough.”

And like this, we are dismissed. Jimena squeezes my hand before she joins the assault. Anatole signals and his team starts off behind an eager Kurshu. The free invader struts excitedly, reminding me of a labrador on a stroll. The rest of us are more subdued. We share  a general unease that proves warranted when Esmeray changes into a wolf and starts pawing at her face. Her claws dig bloody furrows on her muzzle.

“She is not doing well,” Phineas says.

An understatement. We are left with no choice but to restrain her or risk her skinning herself alive. Mannfred and the other fighter carry her limp form back to camp while the rest of us keep going. We cannot spare a caster and Phineas understands it, though he is unhappy about leaving the tiny Vanheim behind. We are off to an inauspicious start. A little bit later, we are forced to leave the cart behind as the forest grows too dense to navigate. I end up carrying the crate with Anatole while the human mages follow us in a loose column.

Kurshu gets lost once.

“So much green!” he explains to our unamused group.

“Your dog is starting to outlive his usefulness,” Phineas remarks.

“Enough.”

It takes us almost half an hour to reach the second site between the detour and the time it takes the mages to climb the slope to our destination. We end up on top of a flat hillock populated by scrawny pines. Three of the four sides lead to sheer cliff, with only the path we took being somewhat practicable. The undead mages chose well. 

More importantly, we are outside of the interdiction circle.

Kurshu excitedly points at the center of the elevation, though only a blind man could have missed the giant circle covering most of the free space. Runes have been engraved in the rock, and the air still smells of pine sap where trees were ripped apart and thrown away. Needles crack under the feet of the trudging mortals as they spread around the circle. I kneel to study the construct.

“They haven’t changed anything,” I realize as I trace the western standard rune for location. 

“The captives they took in Krakow knew the proper way to set up a circle. Perhaps the skeletons saw no merit in altering a working construct. I would imagine that dimensional magic is a daunting prospect, especially when the cost of failures is unknown and one clings to its own existence with a dead grip,” Anatole says. “The question is, then, can you activate it?”

I check the different segments of the spell. I have seen it many times and mostly dismissed it as too complicated to bother, but now necessity needles me and I cannot help but discern the different components. Built on a base as old and solid as history itself, the spell then expands outward to reach more exotic and subtle parts, acquiring its true function. One segment speaks to me of a shard, a stinger, a needle that would jab and leave behind cleanly sliced flesh where blood would pearl. Another speaks of a diapason oscillating between two frequencies. Subtle elegance has joined surgical brutality in a marriage that led to disaster and the death of hundreds, and we are going to activate it. Only a few key elements could bear modification in that delicate framework. I will have to attempt it.

“We need to clear more space. I must alter the circle.”

“Why?” Anatole asks with suspicion.

“Because,” I tell him as I clear growth with my own hands, “there are many more of us and we have much less time. I need to allow the spell to feed from more members while decreasing the casting time, unless you believe that we can stay until late afternoon on the next day.”

Anatole does not comment and directs the mortal mages to work instead. They are Dvor servants, distrustful yet disciplined. They clear the vegetation as fast as I can carve new elements with Rose. I feel my intuition pushing me forward now and I know why. My death is imminent. Perhaps the Dvor have access to defensible facilities but I will not. I will be one of the easiest fighters to pick off with the other low-ranking Knights. That, or the world guides me once again.

With a sure hand, I inscribed the last circle to allow mortals to slave their power to me. We will need all the help we can get in this great endeavor. Failure is not an option. The bomb must go off. I am absorbed in my task until the spell takes on an organic, living quality. The components appear in sharp relief like superimposed figures instead of grooves in the rock beneath us. The circle lives and grows with me, stroke after stroke, until finally the last piece clicks and the spell hums. It is ready. I am ready. The time is now.

A few steps and I am in position, near the center. The mortals take their places without prompting, with Phineas and the Vestal by my side. We raise our hands, and I begin.

I speak of our world, of its music and its taste. Of the sun and the moon and the ground under my feet. The spell anchors itself with a low thrum which only grows in intensity as we go on, a heartbeat of a thing without blood, and yet, alive. The leitmotif comforts me, although it is not truly mine. No, mine is deeper. 

I spare a glance to the eternal presence of the Watcher. I had forgotten its beauty those past few nights. It gazes on, more subdued than usual. It does not wish to disturb. I shiver when a strange cheer bolsters my concentration.

The first part is done, now for the second.

Slowly at first, the diapason twists the world around us and the thrum changes to a different melody. This one speaks of great trees, a golden age, then gouging pain and, finally, death. That song is a dirge and those who first cast the spell should have known that they were fools.

One hour passes. Another. At some point, someone comes but I ignore him. We must go on. To change the music and fix it is an exhausting attrition battle against our surroundings. Several times, I fear that I might be too fast until a rush of power sets us back on course.

Three of the mages fall unconscious and are carried away. Thankfully, the construct takes this possibility into account. 

Another hour passes. 

We are done.

The second part of the casting is finished and three more mages stumble out of the formation. The third and final part begins now. We have our destination. Now we must breach the veil.

The diapason quiets and the shard awakens under our push. This is the last stretch. Do or die. I push power and speak more words, I speak of piercing a fabric that none can sense. The abstract and unfamiliar meaning almost makes me falter, but intuition guides me through the most delicate steps. The fabric of reality might be thick and syrupy here, unwilling to be seized and much less manipulated, yet the spell has clamped on a minuscule expanse of it, and we will pierce it. The shard looms, a dark sword, or a shark. Something bleak and edged. It hovers near the vulnerable spot like a guillotine blade, but I do not let it fall. It needs to be keener and heavier before we can even make a dent. More mages fall one by one, and with every person leaving us with bloodshot eyes, the burden increases for the rest. Stamina and strength are no longer enough. Now, only willpower can save us.

Half an hour passes. Only thirteen remain.

Another fifteen minutes. We are five now. The pain is excruciating.

Phineas chokes and collapses to the side. Dark blood drips from his mouth as he crawls away.

Another fifteen minutes. The last mortals fall in turn. The Vestal leaves. Only I remain in a sea of power and agony. Whispers drill into my ears. Thunderous magic cracks at my fingertips. I close my eyes. The blood covers them anyway.

It hurts.

Almost as badly as going rogue.

Need just a bit more. The needle hangs over the chasm. Almost ready. And then, it happens. The first hint of the coming dawn caresses my mind. I am out of power. The last dribble of energy leaves me.

So THIRSTY.

Losing control. No, no! I will not fall here. I roar, and pull. In the urgency, something explodes within me. Weak black roots surge from the earth with the last of my reserves. Another loss of control, but this one proved useful after all. 

The clearing is empty. Almost everyone has evacuated. The final surge pours into the spell and something clicks.

“PIERCE THE VEIL!”

The spell is a needle going through meat if the needle were the size of a ship of the line.

I open my eyes and clear away the blood as the last of my aura leaves me. Before us, a luminous circle expands in the darkness that comes before the aurora, an aperture into a world of empty, cold daylight that fails to burn. Mesmerized, I walk forward and look through. We stand on a stone platform hanging over a void, and around us, our goal expands as far as I can see.

The Last City.

A maze-like, impossible structure that dives into the abyss below and climbs to a sky of perpetual ash. Hive-like, bulbous blocks of sickly yellow extend in colossal fingers, their surface covered in windows like necrotic sores. The stench of unwashed humanity permeates the air despite a chill wind while the landscape weeps artificial misery and generational despair. The platform we stand on is empty and bare. A corner reeks of urine. 

Somewhere far above us, a child screams in agony.

“Last City servants' houses up there,” Kurshu says in a subdued voice. Only he and Anatole have stayed until the end. The vampire is dragging our bomb to the empty space.

“House of the Eighth is to the right,” he adds.

We three go through. It is day on the dead planet. Kurshu currently points at the man-made mountain adjacent to the platform. While the others remind me of sick, bloated trees infested to their cores, this one stabs up in a dizzying display of obsidian designs and chthonic architecture. There are no windows here, only smooth, glassy surfaces punctuated by sharp angles.

“Will the bomb even breach that fortress?” Anatole whispers. I can barely hear him. I am so weak.

“Yes.”

“Then start it now. We have little time.”

I lurch to the sarcophagus and slide the lid with some difficulty. Kurshu helps while Anatole keeps vigil. I push a button and hear the ping of the active mechanism. It rings like a death knell in the unnatural silence. We move back and through the aperture with haste.

“How do we close that thing?” Anatole asks, and I realize that I cannot do it. I am too exhausted.

And we are running out of time.

“Put some blood on your hand then place it here and say close.”

“Here?”

“Yes, hurry!”

Tick tick tick. Kurshu steps away from the circle with terror in his eyes. The aperture closes. Slowly.

Too slowly.

“Get on the other side,” I wheeze. We move around. From the back, the portal just looks like distorted air.

The bomb detonates.

I assume that the bomb detonates. For the barest of instants, impossible heat touches my skin with the promise of oblivion. My vision goes white, and, when I open my eyes again, the portal is closed. Far in the distance, we hear a rumble and see a great fire. The night comes alive with the tweets of distant birds.

In front of us, something has seared a cone into the landscape. It starts thin, but then expands until I see burning vegetation on a faraway hill. Within the cone, all is dark and smoldering.

“By the Eye,” Anatole says.

“So strong,” Kurshu whispers. His dark eyes are full of worship. We have no time to rejoice. We have no time for anything except hiding.

“We cannot dally. The sun will rise soon. Anatole, I used my essence. I will need some help to return. I am too weak.”

“Oh, I know,” he replies.

A shove.

I am flying through the air, then awkwardly down the cliff. By some ancient instinct, I curl into a ball and protect my head.

A crack. Pain. My pelvis is shattered. I gasp.

But… how?

He... threw me?

Impossible? Impossible! Would that not break the oath? Is he using a loophole? 

Kurshu lands next to me, spine broken. His honest face twists in pain and disbelief. He is dying.

The sun is almost up.

With a muffled cry, I roll on myself and crawl. I am too weakened. I cannot heal. I have one chance, only one chance.

“I am sorry,” I tell him, and bite down. His essence is rich with the power of fate. I kill his pain as soon as I regain a smidgen of power.

“I am sorry,” I say again.

He smiles and breathes one last time. I taste the sweet savour of apple on my tongue.

Dawn is almost here. I must hide now, but tomorrow, Anatole dies.

“Entomb.”

The earth takes me.


154: Nemesis 


For the first time in my second life, I wake up in absolute panic. I cannot move, I cannot see. The presence of the sun weighs on my mind like a yoke. A deafening silence assails me and deprives me of even a limpet of information. I believe that my time has come. I shall be stuck in limbo for all of eternity, finally punished for the murders and the greed and pursuing naughty activities with Torran.

It takes me far too much time to realize that it is, in fact, a normal and predictable state of affairs. I am underground. 

Terror soon gives way to fear. I acted in desperation last night, and crawled underground as soon as I could. In truth, I should have waited until the last moment. That cur Anatole could have felt me cast a spell and come to investigate, thus putting me at his mercy. I may yet be a victim of the skeleton mages as they scour the land in fury. Any time now, a bony knuckle will pierce the soil and grab me like a doll before drawing me up to a fiery demise.

It does not happen. A cursory inspection of my aura reveals that the glow is gone, dispelled, as it were. I am free of any mark. I am still wearing Nashoba’s earrings, of course, I just would not bet on them over the power of the Eighth.

My worries dissipate under the smoldering embers of rage.

That mongrel.

That despicable, back-stabbing, oath-breaking son of a flaccid baboon. That lily-livered roach-brained overgrown scullion. That fucking asshole. I will skin him, dress him, then spit-roast him on a red-hot poker. Ugh!

How did he even do this? I distinctly remember taking the oath! It said: 

“And finally, do you promise to protect and support your fellow Knights as if they were your own blood?”

Anatole cannot possibly have skipped this step. 

I consider the question for a solid twenty minutes and find only two possible explanations. Anatole does not see me as a fellow Knight, or that is how he treats his own blood anyway. This is the kind of risk and loophole one has to work with when forcing oaths upon vampires. It would still mean that he went against the rules by knowingly putting me in danger at the very least. He should be hurting right now. He will hurt much more when I get my talons on his sorry, flea-ridden hide.

Poor Jimena must be worried that I have gone missing. I must be sure to find her soon.

Speaking of which, what should I do? How do I take revenge? Betrayal or not, I am still a Squire of the Order and I have a duty to let my hierarchy handle it. It means joining my team and reporting the crime. Fortunately, more detailed oaths and interrogation can lure out the truth. I also believe that attempted murder on a fellow Knight should be punishable by death. While I would prefer to drain him myself, I cannot deny that there is a certain beauty in having the Order he swore to defend do the deed in my stead. 

Bah, what am I even considering? I swore ten years of my life to those glorified thugs. I have to follow the law. To skew a mission to serve my own purpose is one thing. Breaking the laws for the sake of vengeance is another, a clear violation if there are any.

Once more, I am struck by the limits of oaths on vampires whose vision of the world differs from… Oh who am I kidding? The limits of oaths on morally ambiguous, backstabbing little pricks like Anatole. Truly, Constantine accomplished a miracle by creating laws both restrictive and specific, so that the manacles remain small yet inflexible. 

My mind is wandering.

I find it hard to focus on any single topic, between my unpleasant circumstances, the anger in my heart and the sun above me. What if Anatole obtained the blessing of his hierarchy to ‘let an accident happen, should fate choose this path’ or some other trite nonsense? What if this is a purge? No, I must focus. I am not some timid fledgling. These doubts serve no purpose. I will wait and I will find my way back, carefully. After that I will present my case.

Yes, this is an acceptable plan.

Now to ignore the moist soil pressing all over me. Since I do not suffocate, the sensation does not lead to panic and a reflexive intake of breath. I just worry that some slimy worm might crawl into my nose by accident. That would be dramatic.

No, everything will be fine.

I just have to wait.

And wait.

Slowly, late afternoon gives way to early evening, and then, night. I feel it’s coming and burst with impatience, yet once the last rays of the radiant bane disappear, I do not explode out of the earth like a rabid mole. I allow the spell to carry me to the surface and open my eyes as I lay on the ground. No aura. No strange smell. No suspicious light burning on the horizon. Only the normal scents of the forest grace my nose, though the stench of carrion is prevalent on account of poor Kurshu’s remains left to rot under the summer sun. After a few moments, and satisfied that nothing is actively tracking me, I emerge from the crumbling soil and sigh.

I am, of course, filthy.

With a heavy heart, I grab the body by my side and walk to find a path up. If Anatole made up some lie about the prisoner, it could work as proof. I would also like to bury him. He really tried his best in the pursuit of freedom, and it is a struggle I can sympathize with and deserves my respect. I can easily find my way back to the base under the brewery. I merely need to watch my step.

Kurshu’s blood still sings in my core. He was… very close to human. It makes me wonder how we can be so similar.

I walk to the top of the incline, keeping my guard up, and stop to take in the new landscape before me. Entire parts of the forest have been torched. Some are still smouldering quietly under the nightly breeze while columns of men bearing torches patrol the valley. An elevation blocks my line of sight so that I cannot see the exact state of the invader camp, yet the sentries wear native, mundane clothes. It appears that our foes were successfully pushed back.

I always knew that explosives were the solution. We just had to use a lot of it.

I shake my head and accelerate. If the humans can so freely tread the plains, then it means that I only have the coming ordeal to fear. I retrace my steps back to the place where the shield stood and see signs of damage in the earth. It appears that our ‘superiors’ — and I am employing the term reluctantly — brought tools to help with their attempt. Come to think of it, I remember that someone came to interrupt us, just before the last of the mages and my companions left. What did they say? I search my memory for the fugacious moment.

What was it?

Oh yes, something about evacuating and spreading out to limit the casualties. AFRAID. WEAK. I was right to ignore them. Now, to find them.

I keep going. I reach the outskirts of the abandoned village to see that it is occupied by the mortal army. I have nothing to tell them and so weave between groups to go on my way. They appear to have buried and burned the dead. I keep my guard up just in case something happens. After the ceaseless crisis of the past three days, I can hardly believe that I walked a few miles without anything actively trying to kill me.

The first excitement of the evening occurs just as I leave the camp and feel a familiar yet troubled aura rush towards me. I have never felt her so panicked. I flare my own in answer, and she swerves violently. A few moments later, Jimena is in sight.

Then she slams into me, and picks me up under my armpits. Kurshu’s body falls to the side.

Jimena is a picture of grief and terror. Her normally stoic face is twisted and barely recognizable.

“It is you. Really you,” she whispers.

“Yes.”

I am pulled into a very, very tight embrace. Since Jimena is on the short side, I end up with my head above and behind her shoulders while she buries hers in my armored bosom. I pat her awkwardly, and she sniffs in a way that makes me feel sorry for being so dusty. When she finally puts me down, I understand. Two red trails drip down her cheeks.

“I thought you were dead. I would have never ever ever forgiven myself. Ever. For sending you here.”

She smiles despite her tears and grabs my hand. She guides one of my fingers to her cheek and I pick up a single sanguine droplet. 

In my half a century of existence, I do not think that I had ever tasted vampire tears. The droplet lands on my tongue and fades away immediately. It only leaves behind a vague, salty taste.

My heart gives a powerful thump and I lurch forward under the sudden onslaught of sensations. Worry clamps on my chest like glacial claws, soon followed by guilt. I left the one who trusted me alone. Then I grieved because I killed her, I caused her death. The emotions explode in me in a way that I have not felt since Nirari killed me. They are full-bodied emotions that touch my chest, throat, mind, and soul. I gasp as they take and carry me away. Joy and relief replace the negative feelings with a torrent of warmth and pleasure. I fall on a knee.

“Strong stuff, huh?” Jimena sobs, “I still had to return the favor.”

It takes me a moment to understand her words, so moved and flustered I am. The foreign emotions linger and I feel flushed and alive. My heart is beating, and I have to breathe to feel whole. A distant part of me acknowledges that this is an illusion, a phantasm of a world lost forever. The rest of me cares not.

I once gave her my tears back in the vampire fortress an eternity ago. The circle is now complete.

It takes a little while for Jimena to finally release me. She sits heavily on a nearby stone and speaks in a low voice. She is still affected.

“After Anatole told us that you two were separated after the explosion, I feared the worst. I fell into slumber against my will knowing that you had most likely perished. I ran here telling myself that I was looking for your ashes, but I was lying to myself. I held onto that last tiny spark of hope that you had survived… and I was right. I imagine that you found a cavern of sorts?”

“No, I use a spell to submerge myself in dirt.”

“Good, excellent. I forgot how resourceful you were.”

She looks up.

“I brought you here thinking I could support you. Instead, I was ordered to pull out when we gave up on the wall. It was my fault to assume that the Order would allow personal feelings to matter. I failed you, Ariane.”

“No, you followed your oath, as I expected. More importantly, Anatole and I were not separated. He tried to kill me.”

Jimena’s mouth opens in utter surprise, then she stands up and rushes me yet again.

“Are you… but how? How?”

I relay the events to her, including the detonation of the bomb and Kurshu’s death. Jimena’s answer is immediate and thunderous.

“Oh that little… He told us… Oh the spineless, honourless bastard. I will see him die for this transgression. We must away! I cannot rest while he dishonors the uniform.”

I nod in understanding and pick up Kurshu’s body again. We move fast now, needled by her mounting anger. I do not think that I have seen Jimena truly furious before, but I do now. Her aura flares dangerously.

We reach the secret base in record time, and find a group of Knights gathered before an armored carriage. They are loading supplies. Both Anatole and my team are there, as well as Marlan who supervises recruitment and training back at Cloud Haven, the fortress. We have come upon the junior group.

I spare a glance at Jimena to ask her how we should proceed. I need not have bothered. She struts down the main path with the fury of all the women ever scorned.

“Anatole, you stand accused of attempted murder on a fellow Knight. Yesterday, you waited until Squire Ariane was exhausted and pushed her off a cliff, breaking her body on the rocks below. You executed the prisoner Kurshu to avoid witnesses. You returned to us and claimed that you had not ‘seen’ her and that you ‘did not know where she went’, twisting the truth through technicalities and half-lies. You are a betrayer, a coward, and a disgrace. Marlan, please take this man into custody.”

I stand by her side in all my grimy glory. Phineas and Esmeray smile while team Aspen stands shocked, their gaze going from Jimena’s angry shape to a silent Anatole and back. Marlan turns to Anatole, voice cold and a look full of distrust.

“Anatole?”

“Squire Ariane is clearly out of sorts. I did not attempt to kill her.”

Technically the truth since he left me to die. I hate people like him. I could never say such a thing, because I would be betraying the spirit of the truth. 

“You created a situation where she would be helpless under the sun, you motherless cur. Your sophisms will not save you now.”

“Marlan, Jimena and Ariane have clearly been under a lot of stress these past few days, and they are known, shall we say, excitable persons. I do not doubt that they believe their own words, yet perhaps Ariane’s memories of the events are a bit skewed.”

“We are also known to be honorable and Ariane is a Devourer with captured Rosenthal essence. She has a better memory than all of us combined. Pah, why am I arguing with someone who was exiled from America for unethical behavior? Marlan?”

The vampires have gathered around us now, their expressions cold but their auras uncertain. We form a circle with Jimena, Marlan and Anatole at the center. Curiously, I have been swallowed by the circle with Phineas and Esmeray standing by my side and definitely defensive. The other team shows circumspection, however. Their support is not as unquestioning as I would have assumed. In fact, the Vestal even shows signs of hostility.

It occurs to me that Anatole might be a cunt, generally speaking. Not just with me.

Marlan takes his time to reply. When he does, his tone is slow and careful.

“Those are extremely grave accusations made against a Knight in good standing with an excellent track record in Europe. We will head back to base where the situation will be fully elucidated.”

“Good. I will fetch the manacles.”

“No manacles are necessary. Anatole is not under arrest.”

I would be outraged if I were not so surprised and afraid. Jimena’s aura is flaring spectacularly and what I see of her face looks consternated.

“Marlan, he could decide to escape? Nevermind that, the protocol is clear. Someone accused of violation will be restrained, Manacles are too kind for him, he should be spiked and sealed in a sarcophagus!”

“Calm down, Jimena, you are making a spectacle of yourself.”

“Like hell I am! This is a murder and a betrayal, Marlan! Can you please take this seriously?”

“You overreach. We will look into this troubling matter back at the fortress once emotions have had the time to settle down. Anatole is, as I mentioned, someone who is in very good standing and has proven himself repeatedly in Europe where our organization has been present for a long time. You bring very serious accusations and we will consider them carefully.”

“Marlan, Marlan Marlan, you are not listening. This is murder. Murder!”

“I do not like your tone,” the other man says as his eyes narrow.

“I am merely ‘asking’ you to follow the basic, Knight-recommended, standard protocol when dealing with someone suspected of a grave crime. If it were Ariane in this situation, she would already be in chains at the bottom of some carriage.”

“Yes, she would.”

Some Dvor Courtiers timidly emerge from the nearby building to see what the fuss is about. As for me, I do not dare speak. Fate stirs.

“Anatole has, I repeat, a record of success as a member of our organization with the exception of the disputable American debacle. You will forgive me if I take the accusations of a Squire with a grudge with a certain amount of caution.”

“No, I will not forgive. Ariane has honor while Anatole was expelled for using the squad for his own purpose. I fought by her side many times and vouched for her. I am vouching for her now. Marlan, follow the damn protocol.”

“You have no right to demand, Jimena,” Marlan spits back. “Since she arrived, your Squire has been a constant disruption, going against tradition every time she could. Giving her wild accusations consideration is already more than I feel is warranted.”

Jimena takes a deep breath. She feels ready to explode.

“This is not your call to make. We are Knights. We have rules and a code and one of those is that the accused must be restrained. You are the Knight hierarchy here, Marlan. Your action now will show what we really stand for. Will you let your personal feelings get in the way of proper protocol or will you do your fucking job?”

They are barely spitting in each other’s face.

“You are out of line, Jimena. You will obey the orders of the hierarchy you claim to respect or I will have you disciplined.”

My sister takes a few steps back. Her expression is a glacial mask of distress and barely restrained anger.

“Do not do this, Marlan. Do not betray what we all stand for.”

“I gave you a warning that you chose to disregard, Jimena. You will surrender your armor and enter the carriage where you will stay confined until we return to the fortress for judgement.”

“You are making a mistake.”

“Will you comply?”

“You are making a big mistake.”

Marlan takes a step forward, then another back.

Jimena has materialized her soul sword, Justice. It now hangs in her hand, blade aimed low.

“I did not join the Knights because I wanted to police the world. I joined because the Order embodied the values I thought should rule our society. Integrity. Honor. Justice. It has been a rough ride, and yet I have always been proud to count myself one of your numbers. It has changed in the past thirty years.”

“Jimena, you are mad. Drop your weapon. Now.”

“You and a few others have allowed squad leaders to act according to their personal beliefs instead of according to the law. The moment you do so, you are no longer an impartial group fit to administer justice. You are merely one more piece on an overcrowded chessboard. So I am going to ask you one last time, Marlan. Shelve your prejudice and your arrogance, and follow the rules you enforce yourself, or we will reach a tipping point. There will be no going back from this. Do your fucking job, or I swear on everything I hold dear, that I will do it for you.”

We all take a step back and I consider drawing my blade, but we still stand on the edge and there is still a chance. Which Marlan immediately throws to the wolves.

“I gave you a chance and still you defy me and the Order. I will teach you discipline one heart at a time if I have to, Jimena. I will give you one last chance to regain your sanity. This is not insubordination. This is treachery!”

Oh, the fool. The fool! Jimena swore already. It is done. Over. My sister still has not moved, however, and Marlan does not dare act first. How did it come to this? 

“We all must decide what we stand for, Marlan. I saw a world of favors and nepotism. I saw a country destroyed by corruption and the banditry it led to. I saw the collapse of Society because men and women placed their own selfish interest above that of the common good. Because they committed crimes that hurt a hundred for the profit of one. I will not stand for it. True justice is impartial. There is only one path to peace and it follows this simple rule. Fiat Justitia, Ruat Caelum. Let Justice be done, though the heavens shall fall. The Knights have failed to uphold their own rules. I repudiate you. I declare you in failure of your oath. Marlan, you sacrificed justice for peace. You will get neither. 

“MAGNA.

“ARQA.”

Jimena’s aura explodes. Its cataclysmic flare increases in power in mere instants. It doubles, triples. It keeps growing. We are all forced back under the incredible onslaught of unleashed power. The arrogant lord is pushed back and draws his own soul sword to face the world’s newest battle lady.

Jimena’s eyes blaze purple. She points her sword at Marlan and speaks with a voice like an angry chorus.

“YOU ARE JUDGED GUILTY.”

A link forms between the two just as Jimena’s blade twists, taking a serpentine shape. One moment they are away, the next, Jimena’s blade is embedded deep inside Marlan’s shoulder. Transparent wings spread from her shoulders.

“Magna Arqa!” he gasps. His body disappears and reappears a few feet away, wound not so much closed as denied. Jimena does not care. She lays into him and smashes him against a nearby wall, scoring another wound. We are left behind. We are now spread across the factory’s front yard. The Dvor Courtiers have decided to make themselves scarce. 

Anatole is taking a few steps back. No one else has reacted yet.

I feel shame at hesitating. Of course, I know what I must do. It is the most natural thing in the world.

“I survived an attempt on my life by a fellow Knight, only for his superior to dismiss my claim. I declare the Order to be oath breakers. I renounce being a Knight and spit on their poor excuse for honor.”

I draw Rose and take a step forward. I will fight by my sister’s side against an army if I have to. I almost expect pain, yet the oath dissolves in my mind.

I am no longer a Knight. They have failed me for the last damn time, I will never allow someone else that much power over me as long as I live.

“I have witnessed Knights betray the spirit of their oath, and will not associate with betrayers. I renounce the Knights.”

Phineas winces in pain, yet he takes a resolute step forward. He pulls his thin sword from his sheath, waiting to see who will take sides. Esmeray also speaks.

“Knights are no better than the others. I spit on their treachery and reclaim my freedom.”

Anatole manifests his sword and dagger and faces me. 

“Squad, we shall subdue the traitors!”

There is no ovation.

“Both sides are at fault and you most of all, Anatole. I withdraw myself from the conflict,” his Vestal says. She leaves uninterrupted. The axe-wielder and the swordsman whose name I never bothered to learn take his side, but Mannfred does not. The progress-obsessed fighter picks his shield from his back and addresses his fallen leader.

“Can you realistically swear an oath that you did not allow Ariane to die?”

Anatole freezes, eyes calculating. Mannfred merely draws his own blade.

“I have my answer. I declare the Knights in violation of their oath and renounce them until they render justice. I have spoken.”

“Traitor!” Anatole hisses.

“Honorless murderer!” Mannfred roars back, now all pretense at politeness forgotten.

The pendulum of destiny swings silently and we throw ourselves at each other. 

Mannfred faces the axe warrior in a careful dance that shows how familiar they are with each other. I rush Anatole.

Fifty years ago, I was a small young thing and watched him and Suarez perform the dance of death. They had amazed me with their deadly precision. Since then, I have learned its steps too. Twenty years ago I may have struggled.

I wound him on the third exchange, easily reading through his feint and catching him in the stomach.

“You had to go too far.”

I point my gauntlet without looking and unleash a binding spell at the sword wielder’s back. I hear a snarl and a scream, abruptly cut. I parry his next attack, smash the dagger aside and rip part of his throat open in the same backswing. He glares. I smile.

“Just like last time.”

I drive him back, scoring wounds on his legs by using my superior range. Anatole and I have never sparred, but I have faced many swordsmen before. He has never faced someone like me.

“Nashoba was right, you are a false prince.”

I sever a foot and shove Rose in his shoulder.

“All looks, no substance.”

He still fights when I pin him down on the ground, when I push his arms away. He only stops when my fangs latch on his ruined throat.

Anatole tastes like mediocrity and a long-overdue debt. He falls to ash. Nashoba is avenged. The architect of my suffering is dead.

I feel strange. I would have expected revenge to taste sweeter, yet this time Jimena unexpectedly stole the spotlight. She is still laying into a massively outclassed Marlan, who has only lasted so long because he periodically blinks away with one less wound. The fight on our side is over with the two masters disabled. We gather and watch Jimena finish the job. At some point, Marlan tries to escape. The light binding them shortens then, and Jimena delivers the coup de grace. Her sword skewers the man’s heart and the follow up sends his head flying. Soon, only ash remains.

So.

Yes.

As the sounds of combat die down and Jimena’s power dwindles, I am assailed by the realization that we just killed two members of one of the most dangerous organizations in the world in cold blood.

This might be… suboptimal.

“Did you really have to kill them?” Mannfred asks, nonplussed. To be fair, it did not even occur to me to leave Anatole alive. 

“He tried to kill me three times over a period of fifty years with minimum interactions in between. Why would I ever let him have another chance?”

Mannfred nods grudgingly while Jimena stumbles back to me. She looks exhausted, much more so than any other lords I have seen deploying their Magna Arqa. I suspect that the first trigger might be special. That would explain why she merrily trounced an experienced warrior.

“I may have been hasty,” she finally declares as the reality of our action settles in her mind. Why yes, we could have followed the proper chain of command and simply complained to Octave, however we ran the risk of being discredited, have more attempts on our life or Anatole simply fleeing, which would have perhaps hurt his essence but not killed him.

“It is done now. Where are Octave and the others?”

“In Krakow proper, participating in a celebratory banquet. Experiencing the local flavor, so to speak.”

There are Dvor Courtiers gaping at us. I do not doubt that a messenger is already on its way.

“We must run as fast as we can. The Knights will kill us without doubt for slaying one of their own. I will get the rest of my gear from my quarters. I suggest that you do the same.”

“I will not join,” Esmeray says. “You are too human. I will return to what I trust.”

“Then good luck to you,” I tell her with no resentment. She was here when it mattered. Her fate is her own.

Esmeray nods and turns into a wolf. She is gone in moments while we rush in and recover whatever we can. I have one powder charge remaining. It might prove useful.

My Dvergur armor is lost to me now. I will never recover it from the Cloud Haven Fortress.

We reconvene at the entrance and I ask the others to follow me. 

“We are heading south west. Quickly.”

And we are off. Jimena clearly suffers from some mental exhaustion, yet she is still the fastest on account of her newly found power. I wish we could celebrate her ascension. 

We leave the city behind and ride into the wilderness at full speed. Once we are far enough away, I call Metis and Jimena calls her Nightmare. The proud creatures allow us another rider although I can tell Metis does not like it one bit. Fallow fields soon give way to more fields, then to lost villages and forested areas. We never slow down.

I take a few moments of introspection to accept in my heart that we are most likely done for. We are days away from the nearest port. Soon, we will be pariahs in every court of the continent. The situation is disastrous.

“I am sorry,” Jimena says, eyes clouded, “I think I killed us all. Now they will try to make an example out of us.”

“You acted with conviction, Jimena. Sometimes, you have to accept bleak odds if it means reminding the other side that they cannot act with impunity. In a way, I feel better now than yesterday,” I reply truthfully.

“I forced your hand.”

“You did not. I could have let Anatole run.”

“I agree with Ariane. You only know if you are a person of principles when holding them proves inconvenient,” Mannfred says. 

“Out of all the causes to die for, Justice is a worthy one,” Phineas adds.

Jimena takes a moment to digest our words, then she gives us one deep nod. 

“Thank you.”

After that, we no longer speak. The Nightmares are fast but the additional weight seems to tire them despite their immense strength. Mannfred finally decides to drop from Jimena’s saddle and run by her side.

“Better for the two more dangerous fighters to keep their strength.”

Phineas soon mirrors him and we pick up speed again. This will exhaust their essence and make them thirsty, yet I do not object. We must create as much distance between the rest of the Knights and us as we can.

The race continues for an hour or two. At first, I think that we have succeeded but I realize that I am mistaken when my instincts scream. I flash Rose and deflect a thrown knife coming right at Metis. A shape flickers in a nearby thicket.

“What was that?” Phineas asks.

“That was Laestra,” Jimena groans, “the Shade expert.”

Ah yes, the trainer. They are already on our trail. Jimena takes out her blade and artfully deflects another knife.

“She is trying to delay us. Keep going,” I say.

I know that Laestra has access to a lot of interesting tools. We are lucky that she had to come at us unprepared. I still almost scream when the light wind produces the slightest whistle in front of us and I cut a wire before Metis can hit it. I deflect another knife immediately after and destroy it. Laestra runs and hides at the edge of our field of vision. She is taunting us. Sometimes, I catch a dark, furious glint in her brown eyes. It comes with a sneer when I hear the first sounds of pursuit, a low drum of hooves on packed earth. We are hunted.

“They will dismount and accelerate when they get close enough,” Jimena says.

“How can they be so fast?” Phineas moans. He is still running at full speed.

“Nightmares go faster the more of them there are,” I reply, remembering the charge at Black Harbor. We will not lose them.

I feel the tug of fate. My intuition is pushed to overdrive since death hounds our steps, and I know we have a way to create distance. It is simple really, and has the added benefit of teasing Jimena. I keep my nose to the wind and lead us onto a road as soon as we come across one.

“What are you doing?” Jimena hisses. 

“Finding us a diversion.”

She grunts in assent, then her expression turns to worry, then naked terror when she catches the scent I have been searching for.

“Ariane, no.”

“Ariane yes.”

“It will not go well!”

“It will go exactly the way you think it will.”

We rush into a sleepy village, finding large wooden barns near the main road. I dismount and grab a pair of lanterns from the local tavern’s front door.

“What are we doing?” Phineas asks with terror.

“You are running, and I will give you the opportunity to do so. Go. Now!”

Jimena is the first to run away. I turn and see a great mass of Knights entering the road behind me. I do not hesitate and throw the lanterns at the feet of several of the barns, setting them ablaze. I launch my powder charge as well.

Yes.

This will be… glorious!

The group of Knights slows down. I see Octave, who looks unusually cold, Laestra, and all of the local squads. He brought everyone. They stop as I raise my hands to the sky.

“Squire Ariane, you—”

“ENTROPY CANNOT BE STOPPED!”

Everything happens at once. The powder charge explodes, sending burning planks and embers flinging through the air. Humans scream in terror, while behind me, a hundred terrified squeals of agony turn the village into a particularly heinous circle of hell. Incendiary swines crash through doors, walls, and people while the vampires try and fail to keep their mounts in control. A master is impacted by an inexplicably airborne specimen and is sent careening into his companions. Chaos spreads unfettered. I laugh maniacally and disappear into the darkness. 


155: Breaking through 


I wake up in the dirt once again. Panic seizes my heart, then fatalism freezes it.

The exhilaration of unleashing porcine devastation upon our pursuers has now faded. It has been replaced by a terrible sense of impending doom. The Knights are too good and too well motivated for us to escape, and they were on our heels up until an hour before dawn. I managed to hide myself and the others underground, but I know that it is only a temporary solution. With carriages at their disposal, the Knight can simply spread themselves out during the day and wait for us to come out at night, then they can overwhelm us.

I shift once and feel the vast yet fragile weight of earth above me. The most tragic, the most ironic aspect of this morbid farce is that I could escape alone. I could change my appearance and use the earrings’ effect, my spells, and Metis’ alacrity to lose myself in some nearby town. It would take some luck to reach a port without valid travel documents, but it would be a possibility. 

I would die rather than leave my companions behind. Survival at any cost is not what I stand for when my allies must perish for it. I need to win despite all odds.

Victory will not come through diplomacy, however. Octave may have been willing to talk but it would have been to take me into custody and I know where it would have led. Executing a fellow Knight for any reason is punishable by death. I also renounced the Order publically, and those are aggravating factors.

No, I will not put myself at their tender mercy. I will not surrender myself to anyone ever again. 

And that is why I am doomed by my principles, just as Jimena doomed herself with hers.

A sad end to my tale.

As I am considering my fate, the earth vibrates above, resonating with a spell meant to unearth.

So, this is it.

I allow the spell to pick me up and place a hand above my heart. The other grasps a knife at my back, for all the good it will do me. I expect the bite of silvery steel in my flesh. Somehow, it does not come.

Instead, the spell weakens and my head is pulled up. I am very close to the surface now, and I can feel something that could bode well or terribly. The absence of sunlight.

I sit up and let packed soil crumble from my form. A few moments and my face is free of anything but grime. I expected restraints or some form of attack, and so I am immensely relieved when I only feel one mage aura and a few mundane mortals around me. Nobody in their right mind would send those to capture a vampire.

I am inside of a tent, a thick one designed to protect our kind. I see a few worried faces on surrounding men wearing the white, embroidered shirts that I saw in the Dvor base. Most of them stand as far away from me as they can. One of them, the mage, whispers a few words before pointing at a corner of the tent.

Most of the men leave except a scared mortal and the mage. The isolated corner contains an open barrel of fresh water and a simple desk with a white towel and a letter. I understand the message and clean myself summarily. The towel is brown and dirty when I am done with it. I frown at my own slovenliness before I can stop myself. Now is not the time. The letter it is.

“Dear Ariane,

I was quite surprised to learn that a fellow Knight made an attempt on your life considering that you are the artisan of our prompt victory. Thanks to your impressive device, the undead mages have retreated to their dead husk of a world, thus bringing a temporary end to the conflict. But I digress. 

Your exploits have garnered a lot of goodwill with the Dvor and all of Eneru. Although we are honor-bond not to interfere with Knight justice, some of us feel that our obligation towards you surpasses this rule and we have decided to, shall we say, facilitate your departure.

Dvor servants have been tasked with recovering the sources of some curious auras Ismael followed yesterday. I hope that they will find you quickly as well despite your tendency to disappear from the sight of scrying spells. Once done, they are tasked with transporting you and your allies to a minor, hidden train station via secured sarcophagi, where you can travel wherever the line can take you. 

Please note that the train attendant must notify the authorities if your status as wanted criminals is found out. Please also note that they are not to stop the train. 

We will inconvenience the Knights, but little else. You are valiant, my dear, but your valor cannot undo centuries of alliance. I would do more if I could.

Yours,

Viktoriya.

PS: destroy the letter.”

The missive goes off in a puff of blood magic. I turn to the mage and mortal just as the others return with an empty sarcophagus.

“You are the last one,” he says in German.

“How did you find me?”

“Disturbed earth, like a tomb. Same as the others.”

By the Watcher this could prove problematic in the future. I must refine the spell. I accept the offer of blood given by the mortal. Afterward, I lie in the sarcophagus. I feel myself transported outside for a minute, perhaps, during which the unfamiliar weight of the sun on my last bastion fills me with unease, but nothing happens. I am hoisted, stored, and carried away by vigorous horses. We stop a few hours later, in the late afternoon, and I feel more movement. 

Someone knocks politely on the lid as soon as we are put down. I open my senses again and hear the whistle of a locomotive. Only one vampire aura shines by my side besides that of my companions. I recognize it. Carefully, I slide the lid open and see a wide back covered in black fabric. The man is currently knocking on Jimena’s sarcophagus. We are inside a train car.

“Crispin?” I ask, recognizing the master with whom we traveled through the Vosges and who bashed Gabrielites with his mace.

The dour conductor turns and gives me an uncharacteristic smile. 

“Ariane of the Nirari. Ah, forgive my carelessness. I meant Squire Ariane. Welcome to my humble abode once more. I will be delighted to carry you to your destination, where I am sure you will conduct your Knight-related business.”

He waggles his brows suggestively.

“Too much?” he asks.

“I have no notion of what you might be referring to, good sir. We must indeed go south-west and our business is absolutely Knight-related, I assure you.”

“Splendid. We will be on our way. Oh, I have received a message related to Knight business but since it does not appear to be very important, I shall let you read it instead. You can tell me if you deem it worthy of my time.”

“Of course.”

The conductor smiles, obviously excited by the heavy-handed cloak and dagger. I let him strut away while Jimena emerges with difficulty from her protective case. Her fingers make the steel groan and she bares her teeth, checking the corners. 

“Jimena? Sister?”

“I…” 

She blinks.

“Are you alright?” I ask.

“No, I do not think I am.”

Phineas and Mannfred come out as well, but they quickly read the mood and decide to retire to the male quarters to clean themselves up. We are left alone in the storage carriage, between crates and other pieces of equipment. 

“When I triggered my Magna Arqa, it felt so… right. So much like me. I knew exactly who I was and what I stood for and there was no hesitation in my heart. And that power… Ariane, I am not a battle maniac like Mannfred and yourself, yet I cannot deny the exaltation I felt when fighting a battle lord as an equal. Alas, I think that I killed us both with my recklessness. We would already have perished yesterday were it not for your presence of mind, and the Knights will never let us leave. They will drag us back to the fortress and make an example out of us for defying them. They are too strong and we have few tricks.”

“We are not dead yet.”

“Ariane,” she says, staring into my soul, “you must run. Leave us behind. I know that you can escape alone.”

“I know you mean well, so I will forget this insult to my honor.”

“Ariane, I am serious.”

I raise a hand to forestall her objections.

“I remember a time when I was a fugitive, and someone protected me and even swore a blood oath to be my sister, which she has followed until now.”

“...”

“Jimena, you acted according to your belief and became a lady as a result. I think that if you had not… it would have broken you. Your actions were meant to uphold justice. I knew when I met you that you had a spine and a bit of an unyielding sense of duty, and I desired to be your friend anyway. I did not think that it bore mention, but blood sisters do not desert blood sisters at the first difficulty.”

Jimena looks up and licks her lips with a nervousness that I had never seen before.

“If I die, Aintza dies.”

“Then let us make sure that it does not happen. Together until the end?”

“Yes. Together until the end.”

“Good. Now that this emotional moment has passed, let us withdraw to the women’s carriage. You look like a mudslide.”

I grab the fragile vampire and drag her to the nearest faucet. Words are cheap, and yet spelling out my decision lightened my worries. If they catch up, well, they catch up. Many of them have not yet seen what I can do with a gun, a sword, and a really bad temper.

My influx of courage only lasts until we are cleaned and then settled down in the restaurant carriage. The train is empty, so empty in fact that I find no reason to justify its travel exactly at the desired moment exactly in the direction we are heading to unless someone made it happen. Someone with quite a bit of influence. I am starting to think that our new Dvor friends are more appreciative than I thought. Nevertheless, my nervousness is amplified by one stupid element, one that I had not anticipated.

Hope.

I verified with Crispin and we are set to arrive in Vienna two hours after midnight. We could stop before and cut across the fields to our destination. In any case, we will have more than enough time before dawn and it means that we could reach relative safety tonight. We could succeed. I expect that the presence of an unplanned train will be known to the Knights promptly, seeing as they have squads all over the place, yet it would mean that they are unable to deploy their full potential. 

“I was considering the future,” Phineas said to the empty table. “Assuming that we survive, will you two return to the New World?”

“As soon as we find a ship, yes,” I assure him.

“I do not suppose that you need an extra blade-wielding accountant?”

“Of course I do, or more specifically, I have a fiery ally who complained for years about a dearth of competent right-hand men.”

“This sounds interesting.”

“As for you Mannfred, we always have needs for warriors with principles.”

“Do any of your cities host German speakers?”

“Hmm for a rather generous definition of German, yes. I will see what I can do.”

“Excellent. I am sure that you have plenty of combat masters around.”

My thoughts go to Jarek, who is struck with ennui if he spends three days without a fight.

“Indeed we do. You two qualify as exiles and I will vouch for you. Rest assured that American Knights will have to restrain themselves as long as you join the Accords.”

The others nod, and we return to silence. We know what happens if we get separated. Those who are left must run and try their best to survive. We also know how to fight, although we have three Vanguards and a middling Vestal. Furthermore, we have a lady. Not every squad can boast this sort of battle potential.

“Do you think you can use your Magna Arqa again?” I whisper to Jimena. For a moment, I hesitate to mention it before Mannfred and Phineas before realizing how unfair of me this consideration is. Those two renounced the Knights in the name of justice like we did. They deserve to know our full capabilities, even if I am taking a risk. The only thing I will withhold is our destination, and only because reaching it would be pointless without my presence.

“Yes, I think so. Unfortunately, it will be much less powerful than yesterday. The first activation was… I had felt weakened for a long time, and now I finally felt that my essence was fully under my control again, with interest. It will take a long time before I can reproduce yesternight’s results. And there is something else.”

She takes a sheepish expression.

“I have to believe that the target is guilty in order to use it.”

I would laugh if it were not so tragic.

“A significant restriction,” Mannfred comments, “yet you would not be a lady without it, and just your strength and speed will help us tremendously tonight.”

“I suppose.”

It appears that our champion of justice tolerates no compromise. I should have guessed it.

With nothing else to discuss, I start meditating and the others soon join me. An hour passes with the mundane sounds of the carriage soothing my nerves. Another. Clocks tick without incident as we leave behind elite squads of the Knights, hopefully for good. Vampires can outpace a train, but only for so long before burning their entire reserves of vitality. As time goes by, I allow myself to relax ever so slightly. 

For a while, nothing happens.

Unfortunately, our respite comes to an end when Crispin enters the carriage and bows to us.

“Ahem, dear Knights, I was notified that our train will be stopped in Vienna for safety reasons, though I could not imagine why. With that said, we will be compelled to pause fifty kilometers north of the city for resupply, if you wish to use this opportunity to make other travel arrangements. That is all. Please enjoy the rest of your trip.”

Crispin is too giddy. He does not appreciate the gravity of the situation. I do not let it ruin my esteem of the brave man, however, since maintaining himself woefully ignorant of the situation will later allow him to claim ignorance when confronted. He is helping us in his own way, and I can hardly begrudge him his moment.

“Thank you, Crispin. I heard that the Austrian countryside is lovely at this time of the year.”

“Assuredly! And with this, I bid you adieu. And, good luck!”

We watch the man depart and prepare in silence. There is not much to do. We left with practically nothing and the train does not have any sort of military supplies. Finally, it stops and we exit cautiously.

No one awaits us on the barebones platform. Only a sleepy hamlet lies in the distance and around us, rolling hills spread in every direction. We immediately disappear into a nearby thicket, then call upon our Nightmares. While Metis is displeased with the presence of another rider, she must have sensed my anxiety and merely whinnies in protestation. We are slower as a result of the unorthodox arrangement.

We head east this time, and I must resort to a basic spell not to get lost. We still make good time and my hope increases until I feel it.

It starts as a susurrus, barely more than wind through leaves, then it increases with every passing minute. Something whispers under the boughs, snakes along the roots. Something is spying on us. It may have lost us in the carriage, but now it has found us again.

“We are being tracked,” Phineas tells us. Clearly, his perception has improved. I consider several spells but whatever it is must have persisted through the night and I fear that its power is beyond me. I remain a second-rate caster, and whatever the Knights are using, I suspect that it may be a powerful artefact.

Despite our best efforts, the whispers grow louder. Soon, I hear distinct words of excitement, eagerly speaking to… someone else. They report the prey, us, and where we flee. They urge pursuers onward with promises of violence. Of blood. It maddens me because my best efforts could not slay it anymore than I could slay a musical note. We are pursued by echoes.

“Can we get any faster?” Phineas asks from behind me.

“I’m afraid not.”

“Then perhaps we should continue on foot.”

He is correct. We jump from our tired mounts and run instead, gaining speed at the cost of stamina. Our feet allow us to scale ridges and cut through the difficult terrain. We soon reach a slightly higher elevation, barely more than a hill, and I feel a gaze on the nape of my neck. I turn and I see them.

The Knights have come.

Octave is here, as well as Laestra and another lady I do not know. The last one holds a battle standard adorned with bloodhounds in russet colors. She is a tall, sharp woman with curly dark hair flowing freely to her shoulders. Our eyes meet and she smiles, baring fangs. A squad of masters follow them at a short distance. They all ride Nightmares.

Octave blows a mighty horn and they are off and after us. Nightmares are slower than running vampires. I know this for a fact. Somehow, I turn again at another summit and they are closer. The wind’s whispers grow frantic, eager. My gaze catches on the hound flag. It writhes in the darkness. 

And then, as the lady brandishes it, it topples.

Something pulverized the entire midsection. I did not see what.

The unexpected attack throws the Knights in disarray. I am not sure what or who interrupted them, and I am not eager to ask. Our flight continues. So do the whispers. We rush over empty valleys and light forests, never stopping, never slowing down. I have never felt more liberated and scared at the same time.

When we crest another incline, I look behind to see that we have made some distance between us and our pursuers. I meet Octave’s gaze just as he dismounts. Ah, so this will soon be the end of the line.

We are really close now. So close that I can see the low mountains in the distance. Even the smell of sap and fresh water are just right, but I fear that our window of opportunity just vanished. As we pass by a small brook, I take out Rose to intercept a thrown knife.

“By the Eye,” Phineas says, “Laestra is already here.”

“To our left,” I reply, “now keep running.”

We sprint, every smidgen of energy dedicated to keeping us moving. I am not sure why Laestra is the first to engage. I suspect that the two other lords are simply not in a hurry. Glints of silvery steel and angry glares flicker from behind thickets, the only hints I receive before three inches of enchanted blade follow. By some miracle I manage to deflect all of them.

“You are merely delaying the inevitable, you know?” I hear her say lightly from the shadows. “It can only end one way.”

The pressure of powerful auras increases on us. I feel the gaze of the lords on my back when we cross a field, but then there is another explosion and I hear the unknown woman swear. 

“Are you doing anything?” Mannfred asks.

“No, are you?”

He shakes his head. Someone is helping us. A pleasant surprise. We are over fallow fields now, in open terrain. A village appears in the distance. 

Just a little bit more.

“Ariane, I should…”

“Just to the village!” I scream at Phineas as he falters. He grits his teeth and accelerates one last time. He will not last much longer.

We pass some sort of boundary. I feel the invisible barrier, but I do not believe that anyone else has noticed. The sensation is too subtle. They do not have the proper essence.

“It will have to do,” I tell the others. We stop and turn.

Behind us, the three hostile lords slow down. Octave remains in the middle, with his close-cropped hair and heroically handsome face. He appears… weary. Laestra the Shade looks furious while the last one, the unknown woman, merely shows eagerness. She smiles and bares fangs when I inspect her. 

Their auras smother ours despite my best efforts to flare my own. Those are three old and powerful fighters, while we have three Masters and a newborn lady. The odds are not against us. They do not exist. Victory is impossible.

But just as Loth and Dalton taught me a long time ago, if all pieces are against you, flip the table. We just need to buy some time.

“So, this is it. I will admit that I am quite disappointed by your decision. At the same time, I understand it,” Octave says.

“What?” Jimena mutters.

“You, Jimena, the unyielding one, the honorable dunce, have acted exactly how I should have predicted. Once again, you have forgotten to keep a cold mind in service of your ideals. Instead, you acted on your anger and brought this not just upon yourselves, but on three others as well. You could have come to me and I would have reigned Marlan in. You could have gone to Laestra or waited until we returned to the fortress. You could have bent to better strike back. You did not. And now, here we are, with two officers murdered and our reputation in tatters. How the Dvor must laugh now, they who always doubted our professionalism. How your actions have proven them right.”

Jimena had arched her back, but that last jab woke something in her and she stands with dignity.

“I am more flexible than you think, Octave. I can adapt to plans, hide and retreat. I know how to manipulate and mislay, contrary to what you seem to believe. There is, however, one place where I will suffer no compromise, and it is corruption and deceit within our own ranks. Instead of blaming me, perhaps you should consider your own leadership. Marlan signed his death warrant the moment he let nepotism affect his judgement.”

“Perhaps I share a part of the blame for creating the situation that led you to a murder, which you decided to commit on your own, knowingly, against our rules. You broke us last night Jimena. Now, you must pay with your life. You have left us with no choice. There is, however, the matter of your accomplices.”

He turns to me.

“You could have disabled Anatole instead of killing him.”

“I see no point in giving a man who tried to kill me twice a third chance,” I retort.

“Our rules are clear. He would have died for his crimes.”

“According to said rules he should have been taken into custody the moment I accused him of murder, yet he was not. You will have to forgive me for not trusting the Order anymore.”

“You do not have to trust the organization but I hoped you would have trusted me.”

“You were not there. Marlan was,” I reply.

“Yes. And I will regret it to my last day, I think. You executed a fellow Knight. I would have averted my gaze if you had merely disabled him. I cannot since you killed him yourself. For what it is worth, I accept that a Devourer could not let such an offence pass. Although, my feelings on the matter are of no consequence.”

Masters appear from behind him, the same who were pursuing us. A full squad. Possibly from Vienna. They stop at a respectable distance.

“Can we get to the killing part already?” the unknown lady says. 

“Quiet, Hilde. This is personal. Ariane, I will fight you myself when we are done here. As for you two, Mannfred, Phineas, you have technically abetted traitors. Considering the circumstances, I would accept your surrender and inflict a light punishment, following which you will simply be expelled from our ranks. A generous offer, I believe.”

Phineas bows elegantly, tipping an imaginary hat with a flourish.

“A generous offer indeed, my lord. Unfortunately, you cannot expel me from an organization I already repudiated. I may have more affinity for accounting than for combat, but when it comes to honor, you will not find me wanting. I refuse.”

The valorous fool.

“Mannfred,” I warn, but he shakes his head.

“I pursue excellence in combat not just as an end but also as a tool. You are in the wrong and you know it, Blade Master. Hiding behind rules only shows that you are more interested in saving face than in dealing justice. In life and death, I remain true to myself and my companions. I refuse."

Silence descends upon the flat land. We have been flaring auras for a minute or two now. I do not think that it will suffice.

“Unfortunate. I understand and accept your decision. I can only offer you a warrior’s death.”

The Masters step back and form a half-circle behind the three old ones. I face Octave. Phineas joins Jimena against the third lady, Hilde, after a last nod at Mannfred who is now alone against Laestra. We draw. We salute.

Octave lifts his fist and a long shape forms within. His soul weapon is a simple, unadorned sword with no markings, the most basic blade I have seen. It lets off an incredible pressure and I feel cold metal against my throat just looking at it. He points it at me.

“Magna Arqa.”

Everyone but Octave and I fade away. I find myself in a ghostly colosseum with shimmering blue walls. I can still see the others through the phantomatic apparition, though they look transparent and sounds reach me as if through water. Hilde and Jimena cross the surface like two wraiths. 

“There,” Octave says, arms extended, “a fair battle. You and me with our weapons in a fight to the death. No cheap tricks. No outside intervention. Just what I have always wanted.”

“You are a lord,” I remark, “not exactly fair, is it?”

“Not entirely, no,” he admits with a bitter smile. “I wish I could have trained you longer. We still had much to learn from each other. I am sorry, Ariane, but the time has come.”

I breathe deeply and let go of my worries. I shift my right foot in the illusory sand. I forget about my plans and my hopes and the others. I shed all of my concerns. I abandon my future. There is only the present. Only the killer facing me and the edge of his blade.

We jump at each other. I slap his sword aside, or try to. The weapon is deceptively heavy and quite sharp too. A quick exchange, and we lock blades. I aim a few blood bolts at his leg. I disengage. I do not draw the Big Iron yet. I only have five bullets left from our previous battles. 

He charges again. I counter with a thrust, a series of lashes which he parries but then I feel more than see his stance shift and hit with all my strength. I push him back for an instant and create some distance again. Another assault results in a series of quick exchanges, following which I sidestep a thrust and back off. 

“You know, it does not suit you to be so defensive,” Octave says.

He takes a step forward and holds his sword in a strange horizontal stance I have not seen before. He blinks once and breathes.

My instincts scream at me.

I throw myself back, vambraces aimed front and still feel an invisible slash dig through the armor into the flesh of my arms. I twist on myself to avoid the following bull rush, yet he still manages to punt me against the colosseum wall. The shimmering surface stops me. I somehow turn mid-air and kick it, meeting the follow-up head-on.

“Bind.”

Four chains erupt from my left arm. He steps back and cuts them down as they approach. I shoot him as his blade aims for the last one. Octave offers his side and blocks the first bullet with his armguard. The last chain latches on his arm. I pull and destabilize him just enough for the next bullet to lodge itself in his flank.

There is very little blood. Octave’s armor could slow down a soul blade. I should be flattered that he bleeds at all.

I attack. I use the ‘mirage’ spell, the one that deceives with a false strike, to drive him back. Strike strike strike, and strike again. I try every trick I know to break his rhythm, to overwhelm his defenses. He takes a few steps back and fights conservatively. His movements are economical, measured. He never wastes a single motion. I hate it. I hate that my efforts make no difference in this fight. He simply waits me out.

Octave weaves back and finally catches my blade as I attempt to rake his flank. I half-jump and half stumble to the side, hand on the cross of my gun knowing that it will not be enough, yet he does not strike me. He takes no risk. He has no need to. Blade to the side, he only has to use this opening to do that strange strike projection technique. I listen to my instincts. Left. Right. 

Right.

I throw myself down and feel a few blonde hairs being cut off. I crash heavily, try to right myself and stumble. I gasp in pain. My gauntlet and gun are on the ground, to the side.

Bastard took off my left arm at the elbow.

HURTS.

I stand anyway. I close the distance. He takes his time to dismantle my defenses. I am caught in the right thigh. I can barely move.

“Sorry Ariane. My hands are tied.”

No they are not, you asshole. And you still have both.

I wait for death, but the unexpected happens. Hilde’s ethereal form is thrown through the arena with something lodged in her gut.

I recognize it.

It is a massive arrow.

Octave’s Magna Arqa fades and he turns to face a new threat. I use the opportunity to take a look around. Mannfred is wounded but he still faces a frustrated Laestra. Broken knives lay at his feet. She holds a curiously curved short sword in her hand. On the other side, Jimena and Phineas have fought Hilde to a standstill, with the Lancaster only showing superficial wounds.

As expected, Svyatoslav emerges from the forest at our side. He holds a bow as tall as himself as well as a curious, silvery glove. A barrel is strapped to his back.

“You should not have shown yourselves, Slava,” Octave greets, “I was willing to disregard a few arrows, but now you have appeared to face me.”

“I will not let you kill the only sister I have left, Octave. I will stop you.”

“I know that you will try. You lot, move in. Magna Arqa.”

The pair disappears just as my only sane brother flicks his wrist and three short arrows are suddenly nocked in his bow. They are wraiths to me, but the incoming squad is not. I clench my jaws to fight off the pain. Three of them engage me while the other two split up on the two other ‘duels’. I try to join Maffred to fight back to back but they manage to box me in before I can recover enough. I let a powerful axe blow slide against Rose and dive under a spear thrust. The bleeding flesh of my arm hits the ground and I hiss in agony. Not healing fast enough. No time to stop. I parry a sword attack and strike back. The axe wielder focuses on defense. I cannot overwhelm him. I am too tired.

For almost a minute, we fight a losing battle and I only manage to escape death by the skin of my teeth. I cannot even use spells anymore. My combat turns into a two on one fight where I must constantly maneuver to prevent the third warrior from reaching me. I am left with no opportunity to disable an opponent. 

Mannfred breaks first. Laestra plants her blade in his shield arm and pulls. Black blood rains on the ground. It falls to his side, useless. In one smooth motion, she forces him to drop his sword. 

The three Knights pull back and leave me a moment to see my friend’s death. Laestra seizes him by the throat and places her blade against his heart.

“Any last words?” she asks clearly in the moment of calm. I can do nothing but watch.

“Of course,” he replies. 

Mannfred flicks his right wrist.

A tiny revolver pops out from the sleeve. The one I made for him.

He blows Laestra’s brains out. 

The Shade trainer falls like a log.

“Try again.”

The Master helping Laestra jumps in shock, then moves to protect her body. He needn't have bothered. Suddenly, Svyatoslav’s unmoving form reappears at a distance, covered in wounds. Suddenly, Octave’s blade is lodged in Mannfred’s chest.

The valiant warrior spares a glance at the soul weapon of earth’s foremost duelist and smiles.

“Heh. Not bad.”

The blade goes up, through his heart. Octave pulls and slices, decapitating him. Mannfred is ash before he can hit the ground.

Octave salutes the body, and turns to me.

And freezes.

I can hear and feel it. The hooves of a massive Nightmare. An aura like no other. I turn as he approaches. I must look terrible, with the blood and the missing arm. I know that I brought death to his door. I know that his status as a soul smith may not protect him this time.

I know that he loves me.

“I am sorry,” I whisper.

Torran does not reply. He raises a hand and I feel its weight settle on top of me. He is… patting my head?

Pat pat pat. Three times. I am speechless. The grey-haired and grey-eyed lord looks at me tenderly, then his gaze travels up to the intruders. His expression morphs to one of pure rage. 

He roars.

A massive titan of steel and stone takes one step forward and his colossal sword catches the three masters harassing me at the same time. Their broken bodies are sent tumbling on the field. One of them dies on the spot. The earth rises. Roots crawl up only to turn ethereal. Now he and Octave are locked in battle.

“Are you sure you have time to watch?” an amused voice whispers. I turn and block an attack from a vicious, barbed polearm. 

Hilde has left her second to finish off a flagging Jimena. She is defending the body of Phineas. He lost his heart. Jimena did not manage to trigger her power, it seems. She is struggling.

The strength of the attack sends me careening through the air. I crash through the wall of a warehouse, now much closer than at the beginning of the fight. We have been pushed back to the edge of the village.

I sit up and spit straw. It smells of beast and ripe wheat in here. Hilde follows me in. The whispers that pursued us grow louder. They speak of my gruesome, imminent death. The raw bloodthirst I feel all around me leaves me tracked, trapped. Surrounded.

Suddenly, it stops.

“Not much fun that way. If only the old man had decided not to come, then it would have been a match. Laestra would have been more careful too. Ah, how should I kill you?” Hilde says. 

By shutting up to start with. She is still smiling. Her eyes are very dark and her wild curly hair flutters in an invisible wind.

“You know, I admit to being impressed. You have a Lancaster, had a Roland. Another Devourer showed up. You were helped by Dvor and even now another dies to protect you. Quite the collection of followers! You must give some fantastic fellatios.”

“Not that. The others and I, we found ourselves to be of kindred heart,” I reply as I try to regain some strength. I feel myself giving ground. So tired.

“Kindred of heart?” she asks, amused.

“Yes. Integrity, self-improvement, a love for creativity and what makes life worth living. Letting others live and find their happiness. Those are some of the values we align on, not just for vampires but for others as well. It does not matter that Nami likes risk and sex and Torran loves organ music, we all found ourselves through the passion and respect we share towards worthy pursuits.”

Hilde stabs half-heartedly with her halberd. It takes all my remaining strength to block most of those attacks, and the last jab still hits my shoulder.

“How very cute. I wonder if sex and organs can save your lives now?” she mocks.

“You know, I think that is what conquest means to me. Not destruction and domination, but building something together with the people I respect, against all odds. It means to gather the tools to change the world instead of letting it change us. To build the homes and domains where we can be ourselves and where we can be safe. I will not reave the world searching for a promised land. I will build it myself.”

Another backhand blow slams me against the far wall. I use it to stay upright.

“You are into some niche shit, my dear. Very niche. I believe that some would call you pathetic and without ambition, while others would call you simple.”

“I do not need their approval. Quality is better than quantity for friendships.”

I dive under an arching strike and roll over a row of crates just before she reduces them to splinters.

“I really enjoy listening to people’s dreams before they die. It always amuses me to realize how many projects collapse because their architects bite the dust. The world is filled with ideas that withered and died because I killed the ones having them. It feels like pruning a tree of all its weak branches. Yours is the latest twig added to my collection. I am sorry to say that your little kingdom of happy philanthropists will fail because you simply did not have the strength to make it real.”

“I agree, Hilde. Power will give me the tools I need to accomplish my goal. Thank you for the chat. And goodbye.”

My vision turns purple. Roots as large as trees explode from all corners of the building, shredding everything like paper. The warehouse tilts into an abyss that was not there an instant before.

“Magna Arqa.”

And the world collapses.


156: Daughter of Thorn and Hunger 


In the interstitial gap between a moment and the other, in the cracks between two atoms, enough substance exists for the transcendental to crawl through. That is, provided that someone foolish showed it the way. 

What is space, what is time to one that exists before it?

For some reason, the entity has chosen the image of a young man in a tan suit. He sits on… nothing really, just a crenelation in the infinite vastness of a dot. His features remind me of my brother and father, like a long-lost sibling even though I have never met him. Except the eyes of course. Those are the eyes I know, slitted and purple.

“Why am I here?”

Awake.

No voice graces my illusory ears. The entity has no time to waste on converting concepts into sounds.

“You mean ladyship? Is that what awake is?”

Term... suitable.

Adopted meaningful core value.

Essence now free of form.

Awake.

I understand what it means on a fundamental level. The last step on the path to ladyship requires me to interpret what my bloodline means to me. Now that I know with unwavering certainty, I am no longer limited to the constraints of my body. Essence is malleable, after all. Nevertheless, it does not explain why I am here, wherever here is. I think that a part of me was left behind. I feel no particular emotion now, while I do… outside.

“Was there something you wanted to ask?”

No.

You fulfill your purpose.

This moment is for you.

“So it really is you. The Watcher.”

Fragment of a fragment of a shadow.

“I thought that much. I always wondered how an entity so large could care about something so small as us.”

Humans do not know what the cells in their bodies do.

Still relevant.

“Is the Watcher not a nascent universe, and therefore impossibly vast?”

Universe unfathomably vast.

Mostly.

Empty.

Mature concepts are valuable.

“I fail to understand how it can be of importance.”

Cannot explain.

You cannot conceptualize.

Hurts your mind.

“My mind is too addled to follow your reasoning, huh?”

Not addled.

At scale.

As it should be.

I give you a glimpse.

Suddenly, my consciousness… melts. I find myself carried away across fields of alien logic that I cannot word, along streams of concepts I cannot grasp. I am limited to an infinitely small window into the workings of the Watcher, as if peering through a needle’s eye, and yet what I see defies understanding at a level that I would be frankly unable to explain. I do not have a suitable vocabulary in the same way that a savage who has lived all their life on a deserted tropical island cannot comprehend an aurora borealis. 

The vision fades away after a few non-seconds. What I saw disappears from my mind as if it were a sieve, for my own sanity I suppose. The only thing left is a vague awareness of something greater. 

The strange apparition smiles.

Ask.

“What happens to me when I die?”

Rejoin.

Understand.

“Will I lose myself? Will I stop being me?”

Change. 

Always.

Scary.

It annoys me how it can read my emotions directly. Oh well.

“What is really a Magna Arqa then? Are you, or the Watcher in its entirety coming through or something?”

No.

Essence freed.

Made manifest through concept.

You will feel.

You will understand.

“I see. One last question then I will head back. I have people to save and people to kill. Are you aware that the first vampire you made may lead to the destruction of our kind?”

I am the Watcher.

I get a feeling of general distance. The Watcher is interested in us but not interested in acting. No matter the outcome, it will have gained something.

Destruction is also valued.

Not all concepts are peaceful.

Not all concepts are harmless.

Our window closes.

Go and be yourself.

I watch over you.

Until the end.

Always.

I open my eyes and pure, incandescent power roars through my veins.

“Magna Arqa.”

The world is essence and it is perfect. Every sliver of worm-eaten wood, every rusty nail, every corroded tool sits exactly where it was intended. The whole of creation exists in a sublime state around my expanding perception, in this glorious moment where I finally, finally understand my soul. I allow it to naturally form a sphere around me where the rules of physics are mere suggestions, and I luxuriate in an incredible feeling of liberation. I have spent months, years, being hampered and limited, my aura buckling like an unruly colt while still forming the core of my being. I understand now that it was merely trying to bloom, to become what I am deep inside. All that energy I lost sleeping earlier and drinking more was only stored and saved for this exact moment when I had to break the shell. For now. And it has. And it is glorious beyond compare. 

A yoke has been removed from my shoulder. The shackles are broken. I am free. 

I.

Am.

COMPLETE.

The sphere is mine, it belongs to me. The thorny roots of my mental palace manifest here as easily as they do in my psyche as the frontier blurs and the delicious light of the Watcher’s gaze shine upon my world. The warehouse falls in the abyss, for what is height in my realm? It crashes against thickets of massive brambles, its debris spreading over volcanic sand. The roots coil and lash at my command because they are a part of me, and they are me, and I am, right now, without limit. Only one little thing holds me back, and it left droplets of blood when it landed. I can taste the barest hint of Erenwald. I will devour her. A suitable first snack.

“By the Eye, how can a lout like you have a domain type? Impossible!”

There she is. Scurrying like a rodent. I direct my defenses at her and she barely manages to outpace them. The tendrils are so fast because they are barely slower than the speed of my mind. Even she struggles when they lash at her, corner her, box her in. We are in my playground. I know where everything is to the last atom. There will be no running away.

“LITTLE MOUSE FLEES.”

“You bitch. Magna Arqa!”

The same wind, the same killing intent, but this time I can smell it in the air, this insidious little cloud of wraiths. This time, I have the tools. There is nothing in this world the roots cannot shred given time. Wind splits between the black spines with a wintery shriek. The whispers grow panicked. They hurt. She hurts. She screams.

“You freak!”

“YOU SOUND SCRUMPTIOUS.”

“Shit!”

The little pitter-patter of foreign feet, so nice and rhythmical. The Roots rise like a tide to crash down and form a dome. She fights back with her polearm. She destroys a root. I reform it immediately. My energy is infinite for now. 

Rose passes through a barrage unimpeded. I taste essence. More screams.

The roots part like a curtain in a small arena. We are in a tube that goes from obsidian sand to the infinite height of the Watcher. I can do arenas too. Mine stings more.

“I’m going to kill you, you upstart bi—”

“CHATTERBOX.”

Rose smashes into her guard once, twice, I move around and under her strike and kick her, sending her stumbling. Cannot claw. Still missing an arm. That will not do. Essence flows and calls flesh because flesh follows it. I have an arm again. The claws find the woman’s face and draw three deep furrows on her sneer. She pushes me away and I stab her in the arm as we disengage. Roots slither around her ankles and she is forced to slam her halberd down. I rake her leg using the opening. She is hampered by the size of her weapon.

No.

I am faster than her. 

“HSSSS!”

We lock blades and I ram her into a nearby wall, which twists as I designed. She screams when the thorns shred her back through her armor. The spines are so very destructive. Her enchanted armor disintegrates under the onslaught. She tries to claw me. I grab her wrist and shatter it, then I slam her into the ground.

“No, not like this!”

Oh, she struggles pleasantly, yet all her efforts are in vain. I outclass her in every respect. This was not a duel. It was not even a test of my limits, no. This was merely a punishment.

I do not commit her mistake and indulge in silly games. The lover is in peril. I have no time to lose.

Hilde tastes of cruel hunts and shallow pleasures. Her essence bolsters mine, although I can barely feel a difference. I leave the ash behind and walk through parting layers of thorns and to the limit of my domain, except, that is not quite correct. The domain moves around me.

Branches form a tunnel to the clearing where we held our desperate battle. I vaguely remember that we fell a hundred feet down. It seems that my Magna Arqa considers this a pointless detail. I rush forward and feel an exhausted Jimena at the edge of my perception, still covering Phineas’ prostrate form and now Svyatoslav’s too, though my brother is recovering. The enemy masters have left and apparently taken Laestra with them. Only Octave remains of our foes. 

Manffred’s ashes lay where he fell with his precious gun discarded in the dust.

Sand replaces grass where I walk. I refrain from growing trees to allow me a better sight of the arena where Torran and Octave still duel. I search with a fearful heart for their phantomatic shapes and find them without difficulty. Torran is now the size of three men. Octave runs on one of his immaterial walls to avoid a strike, in vain. The soul blade extends at the last moment and still catches him in an armored greave. The Knight successfully bounces down on the ground and back up before awakened stones can pelt him to mush. Right into Torran’s stone covered fist. The avatar roars and the Knight’s domain trembles.

I am so strong now, so whole. I will help the lover. He is worth it. Domain against domain, old one. Let us see if yours is as resilient as you believe.

I trot to the middle of the arena and ignore the wraiths caught in their deadly dance. I can taste a presence in the air. Octave’s essence removes him from the world to live his passion as a duelist. He exists completely elsewhere while I exist in between. We overlap. I smile and allow the roots to tear through the earth. They latch onto the phantasmagoric walls languidly. They take their time. Soon, an entire half of the ghost colosseum is covered in a cocoon of spindly death. They latch on. They bleed through. The colosseum becomes solid under our unwavering will. 

Octave’s ghost gasps and wavers. Our eyes meet, a gaze separated by a different space. I cannot help it. I smile and snap my fingers.

The thorns shift on themselves like cobras. They rip the construct to ethereal shreds. Octave and Torran’s colossus appear before me. Octave is absolutely shocked. I LOVE it.

“ROUND TWO.”

Torran strikes downward, I strike laterally. Octave is forced to block both and loses his balance but he manages to push himself off the debris before we capitalize on it. Slippery, slippery. 

Torran and I coordinate without a word. Octave is now fully on the defensive and we harry him back. I manage to score a few strikes on his formidable armor, denting it. Three domains now compete with each other and I can barely form a few walls of thorn, but then there is a lull in the battle. Torran’s avatar form walks by my side and places an oversized hand on my shoulder. There is a rumble and an invitation felt rather than heard. He is opening himself to me and I, in return, open myself to him. There is no hesitation. There never was any doubt.

The sand and stones shift from my control to his while the trees and roots are fully mine. Our combined domains subsume the last spectral walls. We are so unthinkably powerful that we could give even my sire pause. Octave realizes it immediately. He picks a vial from a chest harness and downs it. His flagging aura rekindles.

We face each other across the fields. The colosseum reforms behind him and prevents my roots from piercing the earth, but it breaks halfway under the power of our combined strength.

“I wish it had not come to this,” he remarks.

“So does Mannfred,” I retort, and then with a lick of my lips, “and so does Hilde.”

Octave hisses in fury, showing anger for the first time. He charges us and we charge back.

Gone is his restraint and his patient combat style. He is now a tornado of perfect, vicious strikes.

And so are we.

Thorns cling to every step he takes while rocks smash in his chin, disturbing his perfect balance. It will take more than that to pierce through his amazing armor, and this is where we come in. Torran takes the lead, an unyielding, unstoppable titan of war. He has shed half of his armor to increase his speed. His style is as straightforward as I remember. Torran advances and overwhelms, only stopping to strike harder on the next step. As for me, I let my lover take the brunt of the assault and slide in and around, sending vicious thrusts and wild, sweeping strikes at the beleaguered Knight. Our dance is, without a doubt, the deadliest on earth tonight. Purple light shines down upon us while our concepts battle for supremacy. 

A part of me revels in this fight to the death where two mistakes in a row spell death, a waltz on the edge of the razor. Thousands of hours of battle experience together with skill and grueling training all led to this very moment. I slice twice with Rose, both attacks blocked, then lean back to avoid a counter and rake his armor at the knee because I knew that a stone would slightly displace it from his position on a level I cannot quite explain. Torran makes full use of the opening to attack the chest and forces Octave to block awkwardly. He is now on the backfoot. 

Another part of me marvels at my new physical abilities. Octave’s Magna Arqa enhances him when he is outmatched and I still manage to keep up. I rush through the air. I deflect blows that would have sent me reeling. Is this how it feels to be at the top? The sensory ecstasy of fighting a monster to a standstill? Of winning? The rarefied heights of the world hold such intoxicating scents and I dive into this fight with the pure, unadulterated joy of being alive despite someone’s best efforts.

We breach through Octave’s armor in the next exchange. Torran’s massive blade cleaves into his chest on the right side and I use the opening to stab him under the left shoulder. He tastes like frail perfection. The roots smell the blood in the air and grow ever faster to box Octave in. I direct the closest one, but others act without prompt or perhaps I direct them subconsciously. 

Octave blurs.

In a series of blinding movements, he pushes me off and lunges at Torran, somehow weaving between several strikes. His sword pierces through the stone-covered chest at heart level.

Torran backhands him and sends the hostile lord tumbling. I almost stop there. HILARIOUS. Of course, Torran’s real body would not perfectly align, was it not obvious? The Knight falls back and tries to attack me instead, but we know each other so well by this stage. I can get into his rhythm and delay, escape, deflect. Meanwhile, it is unwise to neglect Torran.

The furious Dvor takes a few step backs, then charges forward like an avalanche, complete with flowing rocks. Octave is forced to jump to the side. Meanwhile, I have found something of interest on the ground. My discarded gauntlet.

I pick it up and fasten it in mere moments. It appears undamaged, somehow, and the glyphs light up in my mind. Octave sees me and I spare him yet another smile. He jumps away, outside of the limit of Torran’s land. He surveys the devastation.

“All of this death…” he whispers in a broken voice. Suddenly, a third vampire joins Torran and I.

“You let it happen,” Jimena answers with bone-deep weariness. “You sacrificed your honor for the sake of your reputation. And you will lose both.”

She lifts her sword.

“I judge you guilty.”

Octave hisses. Bloody trails drip down his smooth cheeks. He touches a glyph on his mighty armor and his form blurs. It disappears, as does his aura.

Jimena waves her sword around.

“Did he turn invis—”

“ROAAAAR!”

Torran sheds his armor and screams in triumph. I join him with a gleeful hiss. We have done it! We have won against the Knights! They will remember this day to the end of times!

The ecstasy of battle fades as it becomes clear that Octave has left for good. My essence retracts somewhat, although it still bubbles eagerly. We are alone.

Phineas still lies prone. Svyatolsav has already rebuilt his damaged heart and moves to join us.

Mannfred is dead. 

He fell against an overwhelming enemy after disabling a lady, a fitting end for one so dedicated to martial prowess. He fought by our side to the very end. I will mourn his passing.

Somehow, having the Knights remember me forever does not seem like such a glorious prospect anymore.

The thorn roots burrow under the earth, which settles down. My Magna Arqa fades now that its purpose was fulfilled. I can still awaken it, should I see fit to do so. I do not. I feel a bit empty with the last of my passion leaving me.

“Should we give chase?” Jimena asks half-heartedly.

“It would be unwise to chase after him outside of my land,” Torran replies calmly. “He most certainly will have reinforcements. Better to go to my castle and let politics follow its course. The Dvor may like their alliance with the Knights, but they like having a soul smith even more. Come. Pick up your friend and let us retreat for now. I doubt that we will be attacked again before sunrise.”

“I will not follow,” Svyatoslav answers with a shake of his head. “I thank you for your hospitality, Lord Torran, yet I must leave and hide. I do not wish to create a rift between the Kalinin and the Knights. I already committed too deeply by showing myself in person.”

“I understand,” Torran says. 

“Ariane, I am so relieved and pleased to see you are alright. Congratulations on your ascension and we will meet again once the dust has settled. Do not die.”

“Thank you again Slava, and be careful."

He departs without a word and we decide to do the same. We are only delayed because I ask for a container for Mannfred’s ashes. I did not get to recover Lars’ remains myself and Kurshu was left unburied in our flight. I will not leave this man behind. I also pick up his armor, but Phineas asks for his gun.

“The man had a great point and he demonstrated it brilliantly. Please, allow me to carry on his legacy.”

One day I will be shot by a vampire and I shall be extremely sore about it.

We call on our Nightmares. Metis tramples the ground in excitement at my new power, but she grows more subdued when she feels my mood. I wonder if my despondency stems from fatigue or if it is a backlash of using Magna Arqa for the first time. In any case, we follow Torran in silence through deserted streets and empty fields, then up the mountain to his idyllic retreat. The castle is just as vertiginous and story-like as I remember.

“Lift the drawbridge,” Torran orders when we stop in the inner courtyard, “we may have company.”

“Understood, milord.”

I would love to be able to get home and order a minion to lift the drawbridge and arm the cannons. I now have a new life goal. My lover’s gipsy Servant emerges from his private quarters. They exchange a few words. Jimena leaves with Phineas to their personal quarters. My sister gives me one last worried glance before leaving.

Yes.

Well.

I look up to Torran’s impassible face.

“Torran, I… I did not think. I brought death to your door.”

“You saw me as the only person in Europe willing and capable of stopping an elite Knight strike force, did you not, my star?”

“Yes. I can only blame the urgency of the situation on being so… ooh?”

Torran grabs me and places me over his shoulder not too gently. I am now looking at his back while my legs wiggle uselessly against his chest. He starts walking.

“Continue.”

“Hmm. On being so callous and not considering your, ah, willingness or the political implications of this decision. And I will be forever grateful for your help. I just hope that rescuing me will not tarnish your image and, hmmm.”

We are in his bedroom.

“Were you not going to beg for my forgiveness?” a low, rumbling voice says.

“Hmm. Yes?”

Torran dumps me on the bed, then he rips his shirt open.

“Beg better.”

I am not used to the caveman version of Torran but I do believe that I shall grow fond of it.

☐☐☐

I open my eyes the next night to a terrible, terrible feeling. Vampires do not normally wake so much as reach full consciousness in an instant. Tonight is different.

I remember when I was fifteen and I wanted to try one of papa’s cigars on a bet. It had been the vilest thing I had ever tasted, and I was so desperate to remove the stench from my tongue that I had downed a glass of liquor the way I had seen adults do. It was apple liquor. The sight of apples made me nauseous for the next three months.

This is worse.

Suffice to say, I would throw up if I physically could.

“Urrrrrrggg.”

“How very eloquent of you, my star. As always, your intellect shines upon this humble home.”

“URRRRRG. How could Jimena move and fight after she turned into a lady? I want to crawl in the nearest hole and wake up for the winter solstice!”

“First, my star, one does not ‘turn into a lady’, they ascend to the rank of lady.”

“You can ascend up your own—”

“And second, you shall feel better momentarily.”

“...”

“...”

“When is momentarily? You predate the invention of the water thermometer, Torran. Momentarily could mean in a month!”

“How short is your gratitude, my star,” Torran chuckles. Then he does something with his cold hands on my neck and I feel much better.

“Ah, thank you.”

I let him work in silence for a while and cannot help but wonder.

“What should I do now?”

“I believe that returning to America might be best. In fact, it is a necessity. I awoke earlier and took the liberty of contacting allies. A ship will pick you up in Trieste in three weeks.”

I would be mad that Torran did not ask for my input, were I not mature enough to realize that his decision was the right one. I must evacuate with my allies as soon as possible.

“What about you? Will you come with us? Your land…”

Torran merely chuckles a bit.

“Your concern is noted and appreciated, little one. It is, however, completely unwarranted. The Dvor council already sent a security force to ‘negotiate’ with the Knights and to make sure that we are not disturbed. It appears that a member of the council whom I would qualify as an ‘old bat’ kept a grudge against you. Unfortunately, she was completely outvoted by a party led by Commenus. You certainly have a way to impress crusty old warriors.”

“I fight a lot and tend to keep quiet during briefings?”

“And you avoid political games, instead working for the success of your side. A vanishingly rare quality these days. Commenus guarantees your safety. Nevertheless, we will be cautious when moving you out. I have a plan to hide you by day.”

“And by night?”

“Viktoriya is joining us. You may still be unaware of it so I will spell it out. Jimena and you are war ladies. When four of us move, anyone with an ounce of sense gets out of the way.”

“Hmm. You make a good point.”

“Yes, I tend to do that.”

“Three weeks is a long time, however. Shall we make plans with our allies?”

“I fear that this task falls to me, Ariane. You are a weakened, freshly betrayed Knight slayer who needs to lay very low for as long as she can. You also know very little of Lord-level European politics, therefore I advise you to follow my lead in this instance.”

“Hmm.”

“I do not wish to trivialize your achievements. You have accomplished the impossible by surviving a Knight hunt. Now let me make sure you survive the experience.”

“As you wish. I trust you.”

“Thank you, my star, and for what it is worth, welcome to the top of the world.”

☐☐☐

The top of the world does not feel like much in the following days. Perhaps altitude-wise we are somewhat high? It certainly does not translate into anything concrete. I am kept aware of the evolution of our situation by a very open Torran, who informs me that the Knights have preferred to retreat rather than push their case. It appears that even they know that the Dvor will not relinquish Torran and that Torran will not relinquish me. His reputation as an intractable fighter is well-established.

During our stay, Phineas dedicates himself to learning how to shoot with unexpected fervor and I am more than happy to assist in my free time. Jimena remains a fidgety little fusspot until her Servant and lover Aintza joins us, following which she is much more relaxed. We try to train our respective Magna Arqa, however it soon turns out that she is physically unable to trigger hers on me, even after I stole her favorite pair of socks. She must truly believe the offender guilty in order to fight. I do not have such compunction, and I experiment on mine with Torran’s help after recovering for a few days. 

As I observed, my Magna Arqa creates a sphere almost a hundred yards across. Within its confines, I can feel other people’s presence even when they hide through magical means. Meanwhile obstacles like walls and boulders only remain if I allow them. Elevation and direction do not appear to matter much either and I can climb to sets of stairs by walking on a flat surface. Paradoxically, the sphere moves with me if I will it or if I leave its limits. I do not understand how this works. The last interesting element is that objects like furniture or even trees can disappear when the sphere expands, but reappear afterward.

As for the roots, I can summon them at will. They are very similar to my mental palace defenses in the way they move and act. Other roots always appear and act without my prompt, especially at the edge of the sphere, although I can take control of them directly if I focus. As for my control, it will take some time before I regain the instinctive feeling I had on the first night. Torran assures me that this is perfectly normal and that Magna Arqa grow in power with their wielders.

I ask him about ‘domains’, as mentioned by Hilde. Torran goes on to explain that there are several ‘types’ of Magna Arqa. Strike powers allow the user to launch a specific attack or effect. Jimena can select a target and gain advantage against them, including the ability to track them through their bonds. Suarez can cut anything in front of him at a distance. Those are considered to be ‘strike’ Magna Arqa. The next type is ‘avatar’ Magna Arqa which allows the user to take on another form. One of the masters we fought could turn liquid, and Jarek increases in size. They both belong to that category. There are ‘exotic’ Magna Arqa such as those that relate to the control of humans. Finally, the last category are the domains. Mine falls squarely in that category. Torran has a hybrid domain and avatar Magna Arqa. He mentions that they are arguably the most useful in an all-out battle. They also tend to be very powerful.

After spending twenty minutes explaining those differences, he reminds me that using categories is a pointless exercise, a remnant of our human tendency to organize things into neat boxes. We do not speak of it, but we both know that what matters is the strength of the concept behind the power. 

And indeed, even with Jimena, I feel no need to mention the curious encounter with the Watcher’s shadow of a shadow. Merely thinking about it fills me with unease and a deep sense of reverence. I would never consider sharing the details willingly.

The following three weeks pass without incident. I make sure to enjoy Torran’s attentions and I show him, and only him, my ability to make adjustments to my body. 

He is quite pleased.

Eventually, all good things must come to an end. Viktoriya joins us and we depart the castle using an unexpected cover. I now realize what Torran had meant when he mentioned being ‘discreet’ when I spot a convoy of carts covered in beautiful, handmade decorations handled by people dressed in garish color.

It is a gipsy caravan.

“Seriously?” I ask.

“I bet five marks and a favor with the leader that you could take him on in a knife-throwing contest.”

“I am a Devourer lady, Torran, not a circus performer.”

“He claimed that he could not possibly be bested by a frail, anemic woman and that you should learn your place.”

“I want three of the five marks and another neck massage.”

“We have an agreement.”

I give a few other demonstrations on our way south, then we split up from the amused mortals to board the Vienna-Trieste Austrian Southern Railway. We arrive at the Italian port city the very same night.

Trieste has to be one of the most pleasant places I have ever visited. The city extends, majestic, along the Adriatic Sea. The blockish buildings with a myriad of windows show both Viennese and Venetian influence. I regret bitterly that we cannot take more time to explore, alas, I am informed that the City Master is displeased at our cavalier arrival and we must away while Torran appeases him with a diplomatic gesture. I leave my lover on the Piazza Venezia and resist the enticing smell of coffee permeating the place even at this late hour.

“I do believe that I shall be the one to visit your land next time, my star. Your travels are too full of excitement for my tastes.”

“Oh, do tell me and I will make sure to prepare the place so that you have a pleasant experience.”

“Yes, well, if someone can tidy up the New World, it certainly is you. I do not do farewells very well so I shall leave you for now.”

Torran immediately shows that it was a lie by kissing me passionately in public and drawing a few appreciative comments from Viktoriya and a nearby group of students. I call him an uncouth vandal to his back and leave for the waterfront. We find our ship with great ease.

“Ariane?”

“Yes, Phineas?”

“Is this a Dvergur warship?”

“So it would seem.”

No sooner do we approach the powerful ironclad steamship with its predatory, sharp design that we are spotted by a sentinel. He signals inside and a man walks down the gangplank, a man with a scar and a deep air of paranoia. Loth’s bodyguard. He is practically shoved aside by my friend’s massive shape.

“Ariane, ye terror!”

I forget all proprieties and jump into his arm. He twirls me around like a child before planting me back on the pavement.

“It is so good to see you, Loth! But how? I never thought you would be the one to come!”

“What are ye blabberin’ about? I’m here on official business! On a diplomatic mission to allied vampire bigwigs of the, wait which one was it?”

“The Eneru faction,” his bodyguard grumbles.

“Thaaaat’s the one. Hey, Skjoll, get that stick out of yer ass. Who would attack us here aye? With three battle ladies present?”

“I would rather not find out, my liege.”

“Pffft. Anyway, I’ll be the one to pick you up and drag ye back to whence ye came. I must have words with Constantine, aye? I hope the old chap has made some exciting progress with his war golems!”

“What his majesty means is that he will address the issue of the long-term safety of the local Dvergur population as well as commercial points of interests.”

Loth rolls his eyes.

“Yadda yadda we’ll handle that shite in an afternoon and then talk about sending weapons to kill people by themselves. Right! So I hear ye were in a bit of a tussle? Hah, count on the American vampire to start a revolution!”

“I assure you,” I reply, somewhat miffed, “this was purely accidental.”

Loth stares with open disbelief.

“Ya mean to say that ye have no problems with authority whatsoever?”

How unfair! I am perfectly capable of following orders, especially if I agree with them!

“Ya mean to say,” Loth continues without waiting, “that Constantine did not send me that long and rambling letter asking me how to handle you.”

I gape while Jimena displays a suspicious lack of reaction.

“He did no such thing,” I affirm.

“He very much did. I wonder if he took my advice? I told the lad to get off yer case and distract you with explodey stuff. It worked for me!”

I huff. Constantine merely sought my cooperation on various projects including offensive spells and war golems, not uhhhh.

Wait a minute.

Waaaait a minute.

“So he did listen. Smart lad.”

“Oi! I am not so predictable. Right, Jimena?”

“Of course not, dear sister.”

“See! See!”

“Only when it comes to music, painting, project management, engineering, and large scale warfare. Oh, and raunchy novels.”

“Arg! Traitor!”

“So ye’re unpredictable aye? A shame, and here I was sure that my gift would make ye happy.”

All negative emotions melt like snow under the sun.

“Oooh a gift? What gift? Is it a weapon?”

I am not bouncing.

A group of four burly Dvergur bring a massive metal crate and deposit it on the ground with visible effort. An intricate pattern of runes cover its flank, most of them isolation runes, and despite this, I can still feel a comfortable cold seeping from the cracks. 

“Quite the contrary, lass. The Ice Palace you got us in that stupid wager had the mother lode of interesting materials. Now ye’ll see what the King of Skoragg clan can accomplish with top tier tools and materials. Ariane, get a gander at yer new armor. I named it ‘the Aurora’. Ye’re gonna like it.”


157: While the Cat’s Away 


The crate containing my armor now lies on Trieste’s deserted docks, hidden from view by rows of barrels and other supplies. It only takes me a moment to realize that the box is unnaturally cold and also that the metal exterior is, in fact, a containment field. I mention it to Loth who nods with pride.

“Oh aye, it is as ye say. Below the mountain, we found a place that used ta be a magma chamber. Once, it had been connected to the surface by a chimney, but that one had closed eons ago. When we first excavated the place the miners had to use special equipment against the cold. It got so bad that we considered giving up and containing it instead, but we persevered and found ice.”

“Ice?”

“Black ice as cold as the void and as hard as diamond. Even explosives could nae put a dent in it. I had to use a special heated wire to cut through a single block. We also realized that it was too heavy and freezing to be used in anything we could think of except…”

And he smiles.

“The armor of a vampire lady. And here ye be, all fresh from the mold or whatever ye cold ones use. It took me six months ta cut all the pieces and engrave them. I have inlaid them with obsidian glyphs ground to shape over weeks of effort. The links and nails are enchanted electrum left to bask in the moonlight at the heart of the Skandes. It weighs over two hundred and fifty kilograms, would kill any human on touch, would stop a cannonball without cracking, and contains enough enchantments to make a battle golem. It is… the perfect armor.”

“By the Watcher Loth, did you truly make such a thing?”

“Aye, lass, ah did. Maybe you will fall in battle one day, but it won’t be because of the armor that’s for sure. Enough preliminaries aye? Open it.”

I plant myself in front of the box and pull on the chained ring I see. All four sides disengage with a clang. They unfold like a midnight rose to reveal the undeniable proof that Loth is a mad artist, and that he is also the greatest armorer the world has ever seen.

“By the Watcher…”

“In the name of the Eye…”

Both Phineas and I cannot help but widen our eyes before the wonder in front of us, just as the mortals take an instinctive step back at the sudden chill in the air. While the protection I lost was a dress of exquisite make, this one is a deadly plate of polar death as elegant as it is intimidating. This is an armor fit for an immortal on the warpath. If the devil crawled out of hell to lead his unending horde, he would be wearing its male counterpart. 

My previous battle dress could pass as real cloth from afar. No one with a functional eye and a bit of sense could gaze upon this lethal perfection and think that it is anything else but a tool of slaughter. Plates of black ice interlock gracefully in a narrow skirt over greaves. The chest is made from a single slab while delicate scale-like fragments cover the stomach and articulations. The right gauntlet is a sophisticated masterpiece barely larger than a glove while the left one shows an integrated spellcasting system and knuckles designed to knock down a castle wall. There are pauldrons as well, barbaric things covered in destructive enchantments so that blocking with them would destroy even a solid steel weapon. 

The helmet is specifically designed to cover most of my head while still giving me full range of movement. A mask in the likeness of my face in silvery metal leaves the eyes and mouth free so that I may bite down mid-battle. The rest, up to my chin, is protected by a heavily enchanted mesh of interlocking small mail over a respectable gorget. It will take a colossal force to behead me. The gorget is even designed to stop blades neatly instead of pushing a potential blade up and into my face. It was designed with me in mind from the ground up. Every plate, every part of the armor shows intricate engravings of black on black where obsidian comes to enchant the eternal heart of winter and the chill I feel in my veins takes on a magical quality. I place my hand against the familiar sigil adorning its chest, now smaller to give room to a dense lattice of fire and shock-repelling enchantments. The cold caresses me and my essence. I remember that moment of breath-taking beauty when I got lost in Semiramis’ maze years ago and ended up near a pole. They share the same lethal and untouchable beauty. 

“Loth…”

“Lass, I present to you the Aurora. The crown jewel of my collection and the hardiest armor ever to come out of Dvergur hands. I must also apologize. I wish you could give it a try here.”

It pains me to admit it but he is correct. We do not have the time for me to change and find not just a suitable partner, but a proper battlefield as well. I shall have to ‘christen’ the armor at a later date, and what a shame it is. I know exactly what Loth was thinking when he created this masterpiece. 

This is the armor to end all armors. If I wear this and face my sire, I will be able to deflect a few hits. In fact, the Aurora must be one of the only armors on the planet that could give him pause. Loth knows this. That is why he gifts it to me now. He is preparing for the end long before it can happen, just as I would expect from someone who was alive when the Vikings started their first raids.

“Loth, thank you. There are no words.”

“You can try a few superlatives and see how they feel, aye?”

I do not roll my eyes this time. Instead, I give him a proper bow.

“It is cold perfection given form.”

“Not bad. Now, ya know who I had in mind when I made it, besides ya.”

“Yes.”

“But disnae forget to give it a whirl beforehand aye?”

“Oh, Loth. With the way my life is going, I will be wearing it three weeks into getting home.”

We board soon after and leave before dawn. Loth’s ship sails smoothly across the Adriatic and I busy myself getting up to speed with the fallout from our little rebellion, as Loth affectionately calls it. It appears that the image of the Knights has taken a serious blow and several agreements are being renegotiated, but there are no significant changes in terms of allowing Knights access. Vampires are pragmatic and Knights are too useful to be simply discarded. Indeed, their continued existence proves that they fill a necessary role. 

Nevertheless, the Knights organize a massive conclave, the results of which I do not know. Perhaps they will implement new rules to make sure that corruption and self-interest no longer taints their organization? I wish them the best of luck, but it will not erase this offense and it will certainly not bring Mannfred back. I wash my hands of their entire organization. If they come after me in America, I will kill them with pleasure.

Crossing the Atlantic with Loth proves more interesting than my usual fare. The Skoragg sovereign naturally brought enough tools to pass the time, and we work on design improvements for an interesting innovation called the Gatling gun. In particular, we consider ways to make it portable and practical but fail to achieve a definitive result in the time it takes to reach Boston. Phineas grows melancholic despite my best efforts, until Loth finds an unexpected source of amusement for the Lancaster: financial records. It appears that my newest ally hunts mistakes and anomalies with more fervor than rogues and undead mages, not that I blame him. Jimena worries until she is assured that her lover is secured and on her way to the New World as well. Interestingly, she is less affected than I feared. Her absolute confidence that she made the right choice to leave means that she is not harassed by regrets, not that our kind much suffers from this unfortunate tendency. I also expect some sort of attack, but apparently even the most foolish of privateers would think twice before attacking a warship. 

We moor in Boston’s harbor three weeks later, having made good time. We are welcomed with a ceremony by Constantine and Sephare since Loth is technically a foreign head of state. The fortress’ security has been improved once more and the dense woods surrounding the lone castle now host a few new hamlets, all inhabited by retainers loyal to the cause. Sephare takes me aside while Phineas goes through the induction process. The delicate blonde lady sits me down in her opulent room for some tea. 

I now realize how much I changed in those past two years through the telling mirror of her reaction. Viktoriya and Torran took my side the moment we came across each other, because the bounds that tie us go beyond that of mere allies. As such, my ascension to the rank of lady received their unconditional approval. Sephare and I have always been allies of circumstances, however. Now that my essence rivals her own in power and my control has reached new heights, I can see that she is a bit at a loss. It will take an aura master to read mine now, thanks to Svyatolsav’s tireless teachings. Perhaps one day I will manage to mask my presence as completely as Malakim does.

“Allow me to congratulate you on your progress. With you by our side, our influence can only grow,” she starts with a fake smile.

An empty remark designed to probe my intentions. I could play subtle games with her if I could spare the patience. I know that some newly ascended lords and ladies tend to settle grudges and remove yokes. What she fails to understand is that I joined her faction fully knowing that she was a snake whose interests aligned with my own by sheer luck. Nobody compelled me. I realize that she is judging me according to her own standards. No matter how much time we spend together, she cannot fully believe that I could work towards common good out of my own volition, even after I demonstrated it, because she is a mercenary at heart.

“Indeed. Despite its disastrous end, I achieved the desired effect. Now I am ready to work again with the Accords to guarantee our common future.”

Nothing has changed, I am still on your side. Now empty your bag, you duplicitous flaxen-haired knot of vipers.

“Excellent. While I would normally let you recover from your ordeals, there are three major issues we must address immediately. For the rest, I will have my second prepare a full report on the situation.

“First, we have reached a point where the knowledge of our existence will soon be spread to the masses. We object, of course, and have prepared counter-measures.”

“I imagine that you do not intend to slaughter every pamphlet printer in the new world?”

“Of course not. The key to long-term public success is not to remove your opponents but to discredit them. We have received an intriguing proposal to publish a book of monsters by an unknown genius. One of the entries concerns us, and shows a list of weaknesses, some real, some less.”

“Such as?”

“The author included garlic and flowing water as repellants.”

I scoff.

“Preposterous! Who would swallow such nonsense?”

“And our lack of reflection and inability to appear clearly in photographs makes sense to you?” she retorts. “We have grown so used to our own nature that we tend to forget how peculiar our existence remains. In any case, the book has been advertised and will hit every shelf in a nation obsessed with the strange ones in their midst. There are tales of witches, werewolves and Fae filled with inexact statements and exaggerations, and yet the flowing prose makes them so very believable. The mysterious author also includes absurd creatures such as chupacabras and drop bears which we are reasonably certain are jokes. He even mentions traveling courts of magical dancers and small winged creatures!”

Wait.

Wait.

Hold on.

This sounds awfully familiar.

“Ahem, imagine that. What does he say about the Fae?”

“Oh, some nonsense about good fortune and sexual prowess. Here, I have a copy here if you want.”

I check the name.

Simon Nead.

Sinead.

Of course.

“Are you quite alright, my dear?”

“I am. I merely find the author quite cheeky. Have you ever met him?”

“Oh goodness me no, he is a rather eccentric fellow and only communicates via proxy. I have been unable to track him down so far. Quite intriguing! But I digress. The reason why I mention this is that the book will be published one month from now and it would be best if you and your allies could momentarily lay low while the general public treads the street looking for us and the woods looking for drop bears?”

“Yes, of course. What was the second point?”

“When you are done at home, I would appreciate it if you could return to us because we could use your diplomatic touch for the sake of coordinating between the different supernatural communities.”

“Of course. Now, what do you mean about ‘being done at home’?”

“This is my third point and the one I must conclude with. Despite our best effort and financial backing, your interests and that of Melusine are under significant and relentless attacks. You could not have returned at a better time.”

Oh.

“I think someone is going to have a very unpleasant surprise.”

“I think so too. Do enjoy yourself.”

☐☐☐

Jimena chooses to stay behind as she decides to wait for Aintza, which I encourage her to do despite her worries. She must decide what to do next. Phineas’ induction into the Accords is done by the end of the night thanks to my benevolent influence. By vouching for him, and because Constantine is aware of his circumstances, he is cleared to join. It really helps to be friends with the boss on occasion.

It also helps that I fulminate so much that Constantine mentions the carpet catching fire. We are going to Illinois immediately. I will not tolerate little ROACHES ON MY TERRITORY. When the cat is away, the mice come, is it? I will find them and I will make an example out of them. Theirs will be a cautionary tale. Whoever they are, they made a big mistake.

Vadim, who possesses the unusual ability to transport us through the realm of the Nightmares, refuses to help me get to my territory faster citing that it is only for emergencies and some such nonsense. The gall! Would he not consider it urgent if he had ants in his sarcophagus? How is this any different! Ug! I am forced to take a mortal train that travels by day, thus being carried around like a vulgar piece of luggage. We stop before Chicago and I rush through the wilderness on Metis while leaving Phineas with the gear. I cross the boundary to my territory and feel more… alive. My perception extends and I feel my intuition grow keener, as does a deep sensation of wrongness. I am under attack. There are assailants on my territory. I must DEFEND THE DEN.

Alright, enough Ari. I must first understand what is happening.

Metis carries me through fields I know, some of which now host houses instead. Parts of the plains are now fields, and the forest has receded. Progress has not stopped while I was away, it would seem. I keep going at a slower pace now and hide my features under a cloak. I wear a spare armored dress I had left in Boston.

My compound looks intact, it seems. Nothing much has changed. Two guards salute me nervously when I enter the administrative building and make my way to Merritt’s office. I stop at the door and took a deep breath.

There are two auras inside. One belongs to Merritt and the other is strangely familiar, although I do not recognize it. My second-in-command shows clear signs of fear and anxiety.

That will not do.

I must not judge her for failing her mission before I understand exactly what happened. They have held the fort while I was away, arguably on a personal quest. I must exert restraint.

I politely knock and one of my oldest allies invites me in.

Merritt is seventy-three.

It had not occurred to me until now because she is quite a powerful witch and age only has a limited grasp on her body, but her hair is mostly grey now and there are crow feet besides her keen eyes. She wears a conservative dress in green that compliments her sprite body. She currently sits with a straight spine as if preparing for an onslaught. 

The second person lounges against a nearby cupboard with affected nonchalance. I would be more impressed if her aura did not flicker and if the room did not smell of nervous sweat. I recognize Lynn, Merritt’s daughter. I am quite surprised since she was last married to some rich gentleman in the east. 

I had not quite realized how powerful I have become since ascending, and not just in terms of pure physical abilities. I can sense others effortlessly. Even my control has improved since my essence is now more malleable. I have not yet tried to cast spells, but I suspect that they may be more potent now. More importantly, others can feel it too. I may no longer let go of my aura under any circumstances.

“Good evening, Merritt. It is good to see you again.”

“My God, Ariane, is that really you? You are so cold. I felt you since you were outside of the building.”

“I have resolved my aura problem.”

“You have?”

“Yes, I am a lady now.”

“Hmmm. Congratulations?”

She is afraid. Her reaction does not hurt me, however it reminds me that I must behave.

“Alexandria Merritt, it is me, Ariane.”

She flushes and frowns, ready to scold me for using her first name, which she dislikes. I give her a small smirk to let her know that I got her and anger dissolves into tired amusement. My antics earn me a vague snort. She lowers her guard. I have accomplished my goal. 

Terror was making her a bit tempting and I promised myself that I would not feed on my allies. 

“Yes, sorry. Your appearance is the same, and so is your terrible sense of humor it would seem.”

“I assure you, I am fully myself and in control. Now, I have heard alarming reports and I would like a situation report, if that is fine with you.”

“Yes. Yes, of course. I have it here.”

She picks up a bundle of paper from her desk.

“But before we begin, I would like to inform you that I am… in the process of stepping down as the manager of your interests in Marquette.”

Her heartbeat increases and she stutters a bit.

“Not that I was mistreated or offered a better alternative. I am just… tired. I have been at this for thirty years, Ariane. Thirty years. I need a change of scenery.”

“I understand.”

She blinks and turns to Lynn briefly as if to verify that she had not dreamed my words.

“You… you do?”

For a moment, I consider dismissing the entire conversation to focus on the intruders. My instincts roar at me to go out and kill but I smother them, for now. Merritt is important. I accepted it years ago when she went out of her way to help me defeat the Herald. She is… the sort of character I want to see by my side. Honorable. hard-working. Effective. She is her own person with her own take on things and I need individuals like her to reach the top because the Watcher knows that I am not perfect. My sort of conquest requires generals by my side. She is, well, was, one of them. I owe her an explanation, I think.

“Believe it or not… you are the third mage I will lose.”

She seems stupefied. I imagine that she expected another type of reaction.

“The first was Nashoba. I lost him to a wasting disease. He was a shaman of a proud nation called the Choctaw and he could see the future. He taught me much about choosing one’s battles, about working on what one could change. He was also someone who knew when the cost of something was too high.

“The second was Frost. He died after using all his power to push back the Scourge Hive and save the lives of countless men. He was the first and so far only person I offered to change. He refused, of course. They died but some others, like Sheridan, left because they had turned a page and were ready to see what else life had to offer to them. 

“I understand that I do not age. I understand that you do and that you will not always be by my side. I need mortals to remind me of what I have lost. Losing them in turn is a necessity I must accept, even if it pains me. So yes, Merritt. I understand. We have worked hard together to turn Marquette into the city it has become. You can pursue your next project with the knowledge that what we accomplished here will build the path to a prosperous future. And besides, you are not the kind of person who simply quits. I imagine that the presence of your daughter relates to your retirement.”

“Yes, indeed. Thank you Ariane. Your words… they mean a lot coming from you. And yes, I will leave you in good hands. Lynn here has been managing more and more of my duties over the past few months. She is also better at manipulating those rich twats, I mean, the good society of our fair city.”

“Mother tends to forget that much can be achieved by simply… asking politely.”

Bands of aura unwind from her person like ribbons. Ah, I see. We call her kind enchantresses. They focus on mind magic. Most of them die within one year of starting their social career, either at the hand of a scorned lover or because they stole someone they should not have touched. Lynn is smarter than most. She knows that I perceived her power and pulls it back.

“And when did you return?” I ask.

She understands the unspoken questions.

“Three months ago with my son, after our enemies started harrying us. I give you my word that I have nothing to do with them. I swear on my power that I am firmly on your side. As to why I returned, it all comes down to the unfortunate death of my husband.”

She leans to the side and shows her willowy figure. While Merritt dresses in a more conservative, provincial fashion, Lynn is more daring. She boldly exhibits her new position as an affluent widow whose east coast accent remains mild enough to impress without growing condescending. She also wears perfume. I would be interested in watching her work a room. Perhaps I can learn a few tricks from her later.

“My dear Edward always doted on me to the disapproval of his family. With his unexpected passing, he could no longer shield me from their retribution and I preferred to liquidate our assets and return to the frontier rather than fight a protracted battle in the courtroom.”

“Merritt,” I ask, “is this a reinterpretation of the Pyke family affair? Should I prowl abandoned farmstead for irate relatives to snack on?”

“Worse, Ariane. Instead of mercenaries, they will send lawyers.”

“That is fine. They share a delicious flavor of greed and moral flexibility.”

Lynn interrupts us and thus ends my hypocrisy. Isaac and Salim are lawyers and they would not be amused by our banter.

“Ahem. While dear brother busies himself with the Red Cabal, I have put my skills to use against our foes. I have always had a way with business dealings and my husband made full use of them. As a result, I have already managed to stabilize our more vulnerable ventures within the state. It helps that no one asks if I have my husband’s permission when I drop your name.”

“Yes, very good, but we are now talking about recent events. Sephare only mentioned an attack in passing and my intuition speaks of enemies on my land. Please start from the beginning.”

Merritt nods. She checks her notes and breathes in. Her back curves under the weight of the recollection and she places both of her hands on the table, palm open against the grainy wood.

“Right. Half a year ago, we started getting hit in a way that I immediately recognized as deliberate. Some key shipments of steel or textile went missing at crucial moments, messing with our supply chains and forcing us to fail deliveries. Mysterious agents underbid us in key contracts proposing prices that could in no way turn a profit. Our image took a hit. We lost quite a few guards to those ambushes as well, which meant that we had to pay a premium on the next. We were facing a domino effect. You know how it is. I managed to track down suspicious movement by newcomers in the city and sent spies after them. They were all slain in one night.”

I force myself into immobility and grab my aura tightly. I know where this is going.

“We did not retreat. I called the militia upon the suspected locations for a raid at dawn and we did find suspicious men. Mercenaries. They all fought to the death.”

“Disposable agents?” 

She nods.

“We believe it is so. The bodies we recovered showed marks of fangs and we found a secret passage to an underground secured room. Unfortunately, it was empty when we breached it. Its occupant had already left. We managed to plug a few leaks by checking for signs of thralldom but we are fighting an uphill battle without a vampire on our side. Our people are scared of leaving the city at night.”

“We have vampires on our side. Where is Melusine?”

“Besieged with your followers in Chicago. Fighting a losing battle, or so the reports indicate,” Lynn states in a smooth voice. 

She stands up and removes a map of Illinois from a nearby table. Pins cover its surface, many of them around the cities of Marquette and Chicago farther north. Most of the isolated dots remain close to the border to Kentucky and generally in the south where the terrain is more rugged and troops are more mobile. 

“Our enemies are extremely well-funded. We are being overwhelmed and dismantled piece by piece. The Red Cabal is forced to neutrality since most of the threats do not appear to be supernatural in nature. Meanwhile, the werewolves are being hunted by people who know who they are. They have closed the gates and secluded themselves.”

“We are facing vampires and they are trying to depose me,” I calmly state.

Both mages look surprised.

“Depose? Like a queen?”

“We vampires are rather old-fashioned when it comes to territory. If one is unable to defend theirs, they are unworthy of holding it. The support of my allies in the Accords can only go so far. If I had not returned, they would have had ample time to destroy my reputation and that of Melusine until defending us became untenable.”

“Could those allies not help us?”

“Of course, but only if we bring undeniable proof of foreign involvement and you have been prevented from doing so. No matter. I am here now. Their little games will end.”

“I admire your confidence, however…”

“You do not have the tools to comprehend what it means to have a Devourer lady on your side.”

I release my grasp on my essence and allow it to spread across the room. Thorny roots crawl through the cracks of the world until tortured mortar and straining planks protest at the edge of our hearing. The shadows lengthen and the gas lights flicker and dim. The temperature drops.

“Please, no more.”

I stop the demonstration and notice that both women have grown noticeably paler.

“It so happens that someone thought me weak,” I tell them. “I will… correct that misconception. Out of all the vampires my sire spawned throughout the millennia, only three ever reached the rank of lord. The time has come to remind those intruders of why we survived. A new ally by the name of Phineas will arrive tomorrow. You will grant him access to all relevant documents, including anything you found in the mercenary’s homes. I want to know how they paid for everything and where the money came from. I want to know who owns the companies that underbid us. In the meanwhile, I shall visit my good friend Jeffrey and solve his trespasser problem, then while he roams the land looking for rats, I shall head north and pay a certain redhead a visit.”

“Do you expect our enemies to have a lord as well?”

“No, dear Lynn, I do not expect it. I am counting on it.”


End of Book 8 
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Glossary 


LIST OF BLOODLINES:

Amaretta:

A bloodline focused on prophecy and vision. Their Progenitor is active but only meditates. Most Amaretta members are female, and they are concentrated around the western Mediterranean.

Known members:

	Aisha: Member of the North American Knight squad 
	Amaretta: The Progenitor 


Cadiz:

A clan based in Spain whose members are known for their supernatural focus. They boast many of the world’s greatest duelists, though they sometimes suffer from tunnel vision. Their Progenitor has gone through a portal in search of a challenge. Many of their members support the Eneru faction.

Known members:

	Ceron: Lord. First met by Ariane in the fortress. Contributed to her escape in exchange for confidential Lancaster information. 
	Jimena: Ariane’s friend and blood sister, Knight, owner of a soul sword called Justice. 
	Suarez: Lord. First encountered during the Charleston heist. Ariane had previously rescued his Vassal, and he repaid his debt by helping her escape the Knight squad when they came to slay her. 



Constantine:

Constantine himself has not yet sired a Spawn. His powers are unknown.

Known members:

	Constantine: The man who established the political order for all vampires in North America under a unified system of laws called the Accords. He is the Speaker. He has some limited military power and is also one of the world’s greatest living blood mages, making him a powerhouse. 


Dvor:

Dvor vampires bond with a territory and mostly remain there. They are significantly stronger when defending it against intruders and weakened while away. All of them support Eneru and make up most of the alliance’s upper ranks. Their Progenitor is asleep in his city somewhere in North Africa, while his descendants are concentrated in the Middle East and Eastern Europe.

Known members:

	Torran: Lord. Ariane’s paramour and a Soul Smith responsible for forging vampires’ soul weapons. 


Erenwald:

Based in Germany and Central Europe, Erenwald vampires favor nature and the wilderness. They are the only bloodline animals do not shun, and they rear most Nightmares. Some of them can perform druidic magic, and their Progenitor turned himself into a tree. They contribute heavily to the Followers of the Path, the third vampire faction.

Known members:

	Ogotai: Ariane’s jailor back at the fortress where she first woke up. He turned against his superior Lady Moor out of hatred and opened the fortress to the Order of Gabriel. He was killed years later. 
	Wilhelm: Not much is known about this Lord, only that he is Constantine’s steward. 


Hastings:

Hastings can walk in indirect sunlight, though they consider it unpleasant. They also naturally wake up early and can consume food and drink. In exchange, they are physically weaker than the other bloodlines, though they should never be underestimated. Their Progenitor recently eloped with a mortal, and they hide somewhere in the English countryside. The clan is a major contributor to the Mask alliance. They are concentrated in the United Kingdom and France.

Known members:

	Hastings: The Progenitor. She is on holiday. 
	Sephare: Not much is known about her yet. 


Ekon:

Ekon vampires are obsessed with new experiences, gathering their impressions in a magical repository known as the Great Book of the Ekon. Their Progenitor died to experience the sun and share his wisdom. Several copies of the Book exist across the land, updating themselves as soon as a new entry is made.

Ekon vampires possess increased Thirst and pain resistance to assist them in their endeavor. They are mostly neutral and seldom gather, preferring to travel the land in their never-ending quest for the new and the exciting. As a result, they do not have a main territory. They are also one of the few clans recruiting in Central Africa and the Guinean Gulf.

Known members:

	Naminata: The Singing Spear, Master, Ariane’s friend. Known for her reckless nature and legendary sexual appetite. 
	Kouakou: Lord. One of the few Ekon who does not travel much. He handles Ekon financial interests in Louisiana and is a major supporter of the clan as one of their few sedentary Lords. 



Kalinin:

Kalinin vampires can resist and even wield holy symbols so long as they believe their cause is just. Their Progenitor was killed in combat and devoured by Nirari. They make their home in Western Russia, particularly around Moscow and Saint Petersburg. They are neutral.

Known members:

	Sergei: Current leader of the Knight detachment in North America. He seems to be ignoring Ariane for now. 


Lancaster:

Lancaster vampires are exceptional at Charm. They are the other clan operating in the United Kingdom and also support Mask. Their Progenitor was killed by an unprecedented alliance of mages, Gabrielites, and even some vampires.

Known significant members:

	Moor: Lady, (previous) head of the Louisiana House. 
	Melusine: Recent Master. Made a nuisance of herself for Ariane. Capable mage. She recently entered a truce with Ariane. 
	Lambert: Master, enforcer, mage, had his heart on the other side of his chest. Slain by Ariane in single combat in Marquette. 


Natalis:

Natalis vampires boast incredible physical strength. It comes at a cost to their intellectual abilities, though most of them are not completely stupid. Their Progenitor has disappeared and some suspect that he has died. Natalis are mercenaries and bodyguards, having very few holds of their own. Most Natalis Lords support the Eneru faction.

Known members:

	Jarek: Lord. Establishing an enclave for his kind around Texas so that they may have a haven where they are more than simple mercenaries. 
	John Doe: After his change, he has been serving Ariane as faithfully as before. 


Nirari:

The Devourer bloodline, the first vampires. Nirari can absorb a fragment of the strength of their victims and keep it for themselves at the cost of particularly strong instincts. Because of the Progenitor’s use of his Spawn, only four Devourers are currently alive while some newer bloodlines boast numbers in the hundreds. Lord Nirari himself is locked in a secret war with his mother, a conflict that has spanned millennia. He is considered unstoppable by most organizations.

Known members:

	Nirari: Ariane’s sire. Ancient Prince of Babylon. The first one to receive the elixir of flawed eternal life. He is cruel and vindictive though he always respects his word. 
	Ariane: You know. 
	Svyatoslav: The first Spawn to gain his independence. Svyatoslav was a prince of Kievan Rus’. He is currently operating in Russia. 
	Malakim: Nirari’s right hand. A tortured soul devoured by hatred. 


Roland:

Roland vampires boast an unbreakable will that lets them train harder, fight longer, and pursue passions with more determination than any other bloodline. They, unfortunately, tend to be stubborn as a result. They are based in France and make up the core of Mask’s military. They have a tradition of being patrons of the arts, even more so than the Rosenthal. Their Progenitor is currently slumbering in an unknown location.

Known members:

	Anatole: A Master. Previous head of the Knight squad; he is an arrogant prick. He went after Ariane out of blind hatred and got exiled for it. Nashoba called him a pretender. 
	Madrigal: The ambassador of Mask to the Accords. A smooth man. 


Rosenthal:

The Rosenthal boast an eidetic memory and synthetic mind. They are completely neutral and act as the lorekeepers, bankers, and administrators of vampirekind. They benefit from a positive relationship with other factions of the supernatural world and boast a powerful mortal military made of well-trained and loyal mercenaries. Rosenthal vampires are mostly uninvolved and are forbidden from taking part in conflicts by their Progenitor herself. They operate out of Switzerland but recruit everywhere.

Known members:

	Isaac: Ariane’s banker and wealth manager. He became a Master following a Hunt they shared. He has a rebellious streak. 
	Salim: Isaac’s replacement after he departed from America. 


Vanheim:

The wild cards of their kind. Their powers are unpredictable, and their Progenitor is unknown. Vanheim are rare, few, and often isolated, though they are not shunned outright. They have no known weakness beyond being a little weird and usually have trouble learning the vampire tongue.

Known members:

	Urchin: A somewhat rough street thug recruited and trained by Ariane. He is still struggling with his lack of polish, but Ariane’s unerring support has allowed him to let go of some of his bitterness. 


THE THREE VAMPIRE ALLIANCES:

Mask

Masks dominate Western Europe except for Spain. They favor infiltration and influencing the world from the shadows. They are known patrons of the arts, funding extravagant works and hosting grand balls. Their games and contests are often cruel.

Eneru

Eneru members postulate that vampires, as long-lived and resilient individuals, have the potential to be superior rulers. That is not to say that every vampire has the necessary leadership skills, of course. Member of Eneru will semi-openly rule small domains over which they have near complete control, employing talented mortals as representatives and agents. They tend to be traditionalists, though many of them still understand the need for change. Eneru vampires control Spain, parts of North Africa, parts of the Middle East, and parts of the Balkans. They are more fragmented than Masks.

Followers of the Path or The Brotherhood

The Followers are isolationists and can be considered a faction only insofar as they oppose the two others. Followers control Central and Northern Europe as well as Western Russia.

The Accords

A good number of vampires moved to North America, until a community formed under the patient rule of Constantine. The Accords heavily regulate conflict between the eclectic members of the group. Constantine, his personal guard, and a select group of Knights ensure that discipline is enforced with deadly efficiency.

OTHER GROUPS:

The White Cabal

Based in the state of New York, the White Cabal is a group dedicated to the protection and development of mages in north America. They have recently started to gain a significant amount of power. Their budding army mixes mages and mundane soldiers and uses specialized tactics.

Known members:

	Jonathan Hopkins: Dark hair, dark eyes, a sober man with a mind like a bear trap. Jonathan first joined the Order before switching allegiance and turning the White Cabal’s military into a professional force. 
	Frost: A powerful ice Archmage. Extremely old for a human, and quite lethal. 
	Mina Kincaid: A young and promising mage Ariane met during her final test. Specializes in rapid, clean casting of Firebolt. 
	Reginald Lewis: Met in the same circumstances; charismatic and has a good heart despite a tendency for bravado. 
	Cedric Birmingham: Met in the same circumstances; he is a good-natured barrier mage. 
	Carmela von Leeb: Met in the same circumstances; an ice mage and fencer. Scared of werewolves. 
	William Hope: Met in the same circumstances; a smart mage who prefers discretion and underhanded tactics. Firmly dedicated to his friends. 
	Sola: A beautiful albino girl. A rare natural healer and purifier, capable of closing even grievous gut wounds. Hopkins’s wife. 


The Fae

Caught in this rigid world where their magic is mostly powerless, the Fae too often fall prey to vampires who find their blood incredibly potent. They have started to organize under the leadership of Sinead and Sivaya.

Known members:

	Sivaya: An ethereal beauty and princess of the Likaean Court of Blue, she is a magical genius. Politically, however, she is a disaster according to Likaean standards. She is currently working on a way for her people to go home. 
	Sinead: The most powerful Likaean on the planet, and a prince of the Court of Summer. He is at times a rogue and a dilettante, and at times a deadly schemer. No matter what, it always looks like he gets what he wants in the end. Both he and Ari have done things for each other that they did not have to do... 
	Makyas: Belonging to the court of Wings and Keyholes, Makyas favors the appearance of a child though he is probably the most vicious of the band. Eyeballs enjoyer. Raw. 


The Werewolf Packs

The werewolves multiplied quickly in the new world due to open spaces, common disappearances of settlers, and a lack of exterminators. They gathered in the far reaches of Canada to form packs, which stabilizes the curse to an extent. Leaders and followers harmonize their instincts to keep them under control, while outsiders are capable of self-control without a support structure.

Known members:

	Alistair: A doctor by trade and one of the werewolves capable of managing his curse alone. He is a sensitive soul. 
	Jeffrey: Along his sidekick and follower June, Jeffrey has proven himself to be a capable leader who leads a large ‘pack’ on Ari’s territory with her blessing and support. The two groups are formally allied. He is quite a powerful, merciless fighter. He also never, ever shuts up. 


The Order of Gabriel

A fanatical order devoted to the extermination of all things supernatural, they are well-trained and well-funded for the most part, and do not hesitate to sacrifice their lives in the hopes of killing one more monster. They go mostly after practitioners, rogue and otherwise, but will attack vampires if they think they have a shot at taking one down. The attrition rate of the order is extremely high, but there is no shortage of volunteers to join their ranks as supernatural entities often leave many vengeful victims in their wake.

The Godlings

Not a true alliance so much as a family of adventurers capturing the zeitgeist of every era. They possess a strange fate magic that always hurls them into adventure along with whoever happens to be around. Ariane has a love and fear relationship with them but generally finds them kind-hearted and endearing.

Known members:

	Cecil Rutherford Bingle: An adventurer and a gentleman. He returned to England after sharing an adventure with Ariane and married the woman he had met there, Rose. He was the first Bingle Ariane met. 
	Miranda Bingle: An archeologist and adventurer of the female persuasion, Miranda helped Ari obtain a very sharp sword from a secret island in the Mediterranean. Ari left her a nice revolver as thanks. 
	Nathan Bingle: A smooth rogue in fancy hat embroiled in world-wide crimes and conspiracies, Nathan has traveled from India to the Americas to recover stolen jewels and ravish exotic princesses. Ari found him tolerable. 


Ari’s Non-Vampiric Minions

	Dalton: Ariane’s first Vassal; he was killed by the Key of Beriah during the 1812 conflict. Ariane avenged his death after they were betrayed. 
	Loth of Skorrag: A Dvergur (dwarf) from Scandinavia, Loth is a master artificer and a deadly fighter. He is also a scholar who will happily talk about his family’s long and tumultuous history. He recently returned to his home country. Loth is extremely tall, bulky, and the proud owner of a dark bushy beard. A few strands of silver have made their way into it, not that he much cares. Notably fond of mature beauties. 
	Alexandria Merritt: Previously free mage who joined Ariane as her second in command. Merritt is loyal, though she is still fond of the occasional mischief. She has two children: Ollie and Lynn. All three are redheads. 
	Papa: Technically named Hercule Reynaud but effectively Papa forever, Ariane's father was ever supportive of his child even when she lost her soul. He met her several times, and they kept a steady correspondence until his death in the early 30's. His wife Diane died very early in Ariane's life, making him her sole parent, a role which he dedicated himself to. 
	Sheridan: Ari’s new Vassal, Sheridan is a semi-retired ranger with a powerful sense of justice and an equally powerful moustache. A peerless fighter among humans, Sheridan has many qualms about the life Ariane lives, yet he believes he should help guide her to the right path. 


The Werewolves

See Jeffrey and June.

Other Characters:

	Achille: Ariane's late brother. He supported her late in his life. 
	Aintza: Jimena’s Servant and long-term lover. She was instrumental in freeing Ariane from Lancaster servitude. 
	Arthur: Melusine's Vassal. He died saving her from an Order ambush. 
	Semiramis: Nirari's mother and the single greatest mage who ever lived, she was granted immortality by the entity known as the Eye or the Watcher, allowing its essence into the world. Semiramis is sometimes tasked by the Watcher with creating an elixir of flawed eternal life. Upon consumption, the chosen will become the Progenitor of a new bloodline. She is trying to become a goddess and is locked in eternal conflict with her son Nirari, the first vampire. Her den possesses strange dimensional properties. 
	Nashoba: Shaman of the Choctaw nation. He made the earrings Ariane is still using to evade detection. He could see the future and called Ariane 'daughter of thorn and hunger'. He died by Ariane's hand as a way to escape the pain of his disease. Ariane liked him and carries his memory. 
	The Watcher: The embryo of a creator god, the Watcher will one day 'die' to give birth to a new universe—or at least this is what Semiramis believes. Nobody is exactly sure what its agenda is, or indeed if it has one to begin with. All that is known is that the Watcher is sapient, can communicate, and is intimately tied to vampires and their existence. 
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