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The Story So Far 

Ariane has come a long way since she was first made a vampire at the turn of the nineteenth century. Now she has territory, status, and a newly-made soul weapon courtesy of her lover Torran. Her little outing in Europe has been pleasant so far, but now trouble brews on the horizon. Her old friend and mentor Loth of Skorrag has asked for her help. Ariane is off to Sweden to find out what troubles the grumpy king of the Dvergur. You can find a glossary of terms and names at the end of this book.


119: Välkommen till Sverige! 

Torran is obviously upset by my decision. At the same time, he understands honor and loyalty, therefore he never officially voices his regrets. My lover helps me plan my trip to Sweden, and we spend the next three days being thoroughly unproductive. Our farewells are short and melancholy at the station.

“Until next time, my star. We will meet again. We will always meet again.”

“We will. And it is now your turn to come and visit!”

Torran makes a face at that, and I bump him on the shoulder. If I have to compare the current state of Marquette to Errendstadt, well, I can hardly blame him for his obvious lack of enthusiasm.

One last kiss, and then Sheridan and I board. Sheridan looks dejected. I believe that he has enjoyed the local hospitality to its utmost, since his bed was almost never slept in. We spend some time together in the train restaurant, talking about our respective experiences.

“She even taught me some Magyar!” he claims.

Yes, I am sure that he is familiar with her tongue by now.

I allow Sheridan to enthusiastically massacre the language, not even reacting to one of the waiters’ painful winces. Poor Vassal. He is showing interest in other languages, he who had not even made efforts to understand Spanish. I must show my support.

My Vassal soon goes to bed, and I take out the first book on my list. I used to read a lot, back when I was a human. Under Loth’s tutelage, my studies had focused on technical manuals and essays. Besides Jimena’s raunchy novels, I have neglected this delicious pastime. I intend to remedy the situation, especially since the return trip by boat will take quite some time. I immediately dig into Dumas. His Count of Monte Cristo is a riveting story of long-planned revenge, and I find myself sympathizing with the main character, who holds a grudge like a vampire yet still carries the squishy, weak heart of a mortal. Adorable.

There are other books as well, such as The Three Musketeers from the same author. I’ve also obtained some bizarre work by an author called Mary Shelley, which I reserve for later. Isaac mentioned that it was intriguing, and I am eager to see what all the fuss is about. Hugo, Dickens, and Bronte have joined the ranks of my to-read list.

I completed my collection with The Iliad and a few fairy tales, as well as a few more…audacious titles. I should be set for a week or two of idleness, and hopefully I shall have a chance to work through the entire list before boarding the ship back to America.

The next two days are rather boring. Except for nightly stops that do not give me enough time to visit anything, there are few distractions. The conductor of this train is a polite but distant Roland obsessed with propriety and timeliness. We are joined by a Hastings for a few hours, but he does not leave his own room. I can finally breathe when we reach Danzig.

Under the watchful gaze of an Erenwald Master, Sheridan and I walk the streets of the city. The architecture here is ancient and beautiful, with ornamented facades and strange towers that give each building a personality. We walk the “Long Street”, to our enjoyment. Our host also humors us by explaining what we see. There’s even a torture house! I should get something similar in Marquette.

Our visit is short, yet pleasant. I do not know if I am accompanied out of politeness or caution. The Master herself displays no signs of hostility, only polite distance. The intricacies of European power politics escape me. I have neither the time nor the inclination to explore them, not if Torran is not around to justify it. Oh, I already miss him. I wish I could open a magical portal between his land and mine. Perhaps, one day, I will.

A few hours of exploration later, we board a Rosenthal ship to Sweden. A steam ship! I have not been on one since I last descended to New Orleans a few years ago. This one is considerably larger. The dame leaves great puffs of smoke in her wake like a cigar aficionado.

Sheridan’s mood dampens as the temperature drops and he experiences dried, salted fish.

“You don’t know how good you have it, not having to eat.”

A pointed glare and a remark later, and my insensitive Vassal mumbles an apology. He is right, of course. I just want him to remember to be careful with his words. We are in neutral territory, at best. Who knows how easily the Dvergur could take offense? I would not want to damage Loth’s reputation as a new king over a simple faux-pas.

A day later, we catch our first glimpse of the Stockholm archipelago.

I expected much from Loth’s home country, and my first impression does not disappoint. Stockholm is not a single landmass, but a series of islands dotting the space between a lake and the Baltic Sea. The few buildings I can make out from the top of my steam ship are pale and austere, reflecting a classic approach to architecture. The rest, however…The closer we get, the more I spot signs of poverty in the surrounding homes. I smell death and filth in the air, as well as the general air of despair I had perceived in Alexandria. The city is in decline.

I dismiss it. Decline is a temporary human concern. Loth’s people will have different circumstances. I must not judge too hastily.

I left the Rosenthal to arrange the details of the transport, and so I am mildly surprised when we do not stop at the largest pier. Instead, the ship heads inland for another hour, passing through complex systems of sluice gates, before stopping on the shore of Lake Mälaren. The pier there is old and made of stone, well-lit, with a small warehouse at the back. A dense forest of pine trees masks the rest of the view. The land is deep green and cold despite the approaching summer. Compared to the Mediterranean, the weather is positively frigid. I am wearing an armored dress of midnight blue with a nice little cloak for the occasion. I need to impress if Loth has brought company.

And it seems he has: a trio of figures await us. I recognize Loth, of course, tall and majestic in a fashionable dark suit. A tall woman stands by his side, just as nervous as he is. She has dark blonde hair with brown eyes and a powerful build, made obvious by an elegant emerald dress. Gold shines at her ears and neck. I find her beautiful, if a bit cold.

The last man is vigilant, and his is the only gaze that does not attempt to pierce the cover of darkness. His eyes drift with the passive attention of the keen sentinel. I recognize him from the scar marring the right part of his handsome, clean-shaven face. He was the man I fought at the top of the inn where Loth was ambushed by his now ex-wife Leikny. I had to drop a barrel of rainwater on my head because he set me on fire. A cat had peed in it. I forget his name. I focus on the Rosenthal essence, and the name Skjoll pops into my head. Handy.

Anyway, it matters not.

It’s Loth!

Aw, it is so good to see him again. I could fly! In fact, I believe I shall do just this. I turn to Sheridan.

“I shall see you on the shore.”

And then, I jump.

Power easily carries me over the water and to the edge of the pier, where I land silently.

“Loooooth!” I say with delight as I grab the knife the bodyguard had reflexively sent hurtling towards me mid-flight and jump again, this time into my friend’s waiting arms. “Loth! Teehee! It is really you!”

Loth’s roar of delight shakes his massive chest. It rumbles under my grip, warm and solid. He returns my hug.

I look up to see that his mouth mirrors my ecstatic smile.

“Ye have no idea how long I’ve been waiting for this. You, here. And so strong! How you have grown.”

I drop from his chest and take a few steps back. I toss the knife back to a mildly annoyed guard and curtsy. Loth taught me rudimentary Dvergur ages ago, so that I could work his runes. My command of the language is terrible, but I managed to dig through my notes and remember enough to at least offer polite greetings.

“Lady, and gentlemen, it is my pleasure to meet you. I am Ariane of the Nirari, vampire Master,” I greet in their own tongue.

Loth claps excitedly and his female companion offers me a wan smile. Some of the tension leaves her shoulders. Loth knew that I was a Master, of course. I suppose that my aura must have surprised him.

“Ah, Ariane. Allow me to introduce you to Kari, my fiancée.”

“Ooh! Congratulations to both of you. I am delighted to hear that! When is the celebration? Is it soon?”

A Dvergur marriage!

“Well, about that. That’s why I asked ye to come, yes? By Tyr, what a mess. Anyway, you remember Skjoll?” he continues, pointing at the miffed bodyguard.

“Oh, yes, I remember you. You set fire to my dress and I thrashed you, did I not? Such a pleasure to see you alive and kicking.”

Hehe.

“Yes. You were a worthy opponent,” the taciturn man replies with obvious respect, to my surprise.

“It was kind of you to come to us so quickly,” Kari continues in a smooth alto. She is still a little wary of me. I cannot know for sure if it is due to my nature, or my past. Only a dimwit would believe that a healthy man would shack up with a beautiful vampire for ten years without some shagging taking place.

“Anything for my friend,” I answer while trying to look harmless. “So, can you tell me what this is all about? You seem…anxious.”

“I suppose we can do it now. We have to wait for the ship to unload anyway,” Loth answers. He gestures, and the four of us veer to the side, near the edge of the warehouse.

“Remember the night I confronted Leikny?” Loth asks in a conspiratorial whisper.

“Hmm, yes? Mostly?”

“Remember what I told Leinky at the end?”

“Consider yourself divorced!” I declaim in a low voice, my face a mask of affronted pride. Kari smiles at my antics, and so does Loth, though he also looks embarrassed.

“That too, aye. The main thing was, she asked me why I favored you over her. I answered her and she, ah, relayed my word to the court.”

“I do not see the problem?” I retort. Why is he tiptoeing around the issue?

“Weeeell. According to Dvergur tradition, I claimed you as my wife. Kind of.”

I wait for him to laugh and tell me that it was a joke.

I wait a bit more.

Kari raises a brow.

Whelp.

“I am sorry, could you repeat that? We’re…married?”

“Not married, but affianced. Or, at least, we are considered such under Dvergur law until you state that this is not the case.”

“By the Watcher, Loth, does that make me a Dvergur princess? Royal concubine? Do I get a crown? A circlet, at least?” I start teasingly, but Loth only turns red as a boiled lobster.

I raise my hands to indicate that I am dropping the joke. “My apologies, I had not realized that the matter was so serious. Do you need my testimony that we are not, in fact, bound by the promise of matrimony?”

“Indeed.”

“Then you shall have it. My lover would be rather cross if I eloped without his knowledge. I am afraid that he might challenge you to duel!”

“Hah! Been a long time since I got into a good scrap meself.”

“Perhaps not against him, though. Oh, I so wish he could have come so that you two could meet, but he had other engagements.”

Loth crosses his muscular arms over his imposing chest. “Looking down upon me already?”

“With all due respect, my friend, I have seen both of you fight. I would bet on the angry Dvor Lord. Forgive me.”

“It’s favoritism, is what it is.”

I place a hand on his arm as a gesture of conciliation. “I’d really looked forward to introducing him. You two would have been the best of friends, I am sure.”

Kari clears her throat to draw our attention. “Perhaps we should continue this discussion in the carriage? It would be safer.”

Safer? I frown but do not comment. If safety is a concern, then explanations can wait.

A few workers emerge from the warehouse to help the ship dock as we walk away. I hear the sound of impact and turn to see that Sheridan has also jumped from the ship. He joins us.

“Marshall Sheridan, retired ranger and my Vassal,” I introduce.

Loth shakes his hand with enthusiasm. “A lawman, eh? Nice to meet ye, lad. We’ll grab a drink inside later; I have so much to tell ye about yer dear mistress.”

“Hey! No collusion!”

But wait, in the face of slander, one has to go on the offensive. Balance of terror!

“Kari…” I begin sweetly as I turn to the now very attentive bride-to-be.

“There is no need for that,” Loth interrupts hurriedly.

We pass by the warehouse and head towards the dense forest of deep green pines, as well as ‘the carriage’. Truly, the term does not do it justice. It’s the mutt of a royal coach and a bank vault. To the mundane eye, it looks large and expensive, the private means of transportation of a prince with far more money than sense. I, however, can discern the multiple latticed layers of armor, as well as an excessive number of protective enchantments. Even I could not force that monster open if I had all night to do it. It could take a shot from a cannon without moving an inch! It should shine in the dark.

“Are we expecting an attack?” I joke.

The grim expressions of my hosts give me all the answers I need.

“That bad?” I ask, surprised. My good mood falls. I turn my attention to my surroundings and open my senses. Just in time to hear the distinct ‘click’ of a cocked gun.

“Down!” I scream.

I push Sheridan and Loth to the ground while Skjoll jumps on Kari. The boom of a discharged firearm echoes through the empty night, and I hear the sound of a bullet scoring a hit.

Loth. Sheridan. No armor. I panic. I sniff the air and taste no blood. They are under attack, my friends and my precious Vassal! And they were caught OFF GUARD. NOT READY. CRUSH THE THREAT. KILL. KILL!

“ROAAAAAAAAAAR.”

"Vad fan var det?!” comes a voice from the left, hidden behind a dense thicket of ferns.

Stupid PREY. Wind in my hair. I appear by their side. Two humans in hunter garb, with powerful rifles. They stand. More gunshots from the front. Need me, need me. No time.

So far, I’ve trained to use my Rose intelligently, and I’d nearly forgotten its brute force potential. The mighty weapon appears in my hand. I swing from back to front, blade fully extended. I pour all my strength and fury and instinct into the blow.

“HSSSS!”

The mighty strike devastates everything in its path. The forest is cleared in a cone before me, splinters and gore tumbling to the ground in a shower of debris.

I taste essence.

I stare in awe at the Rose for an instant. There, on the blade, blood disappears. The amount of strength I receive is negligible, barely a tenth of what Devouring would grant me, but it is still significant.

The Rose drinks blood. Literally. It appears that I have gained an extra fang, and now is the time to put it to good use.

I steal a glance at my allies. They are crouching behind the unbreakable barrier of the carriage—except for Skjoll, who has snuck low and approaches the enemy firing line from the side. They are humans wearing the same dark clothes as the ones I dismembered, as far as I can tell. They look local.

I process this as I rush forward and past Skjoll, then to the side. Screams in their strange language echo down the line: “å helvete”, “å jävlar”. I can guess the general meaning.

The scent of blood and powder wakes me up in a way only the sweet liquid can. Yes, I am back in the world of intrigue and slaughter.

In a way, I have missed it.

I sprint forth, killing everything in my path, then stop as the assailants drop their weapons and run. NO MORE DANGER. Does Loth want prisoners?

“You cocksuckers!” the man himself bellows. I turn to see my friend wearing a battle helm and wielding a strange cylinder. It thumps loudly, and a small explosion rocks the underbrush. Two men fall to the ground holding bleeding wounds. No prisoners then.

I run after the few survivors and Devour the first one. Then, as I grab the next, I feel something in the distance.

I am now inside of the forest. Pine needles cover the ground, and there are no more ferns. My visibility is improved, and I can see a small rocky rise in the distance. The flicker I’d felt came from there. The barest hint of magic. Interesting!

I stalk closer, runners forgotten. I think there are only two terrified survivors anyway, and they do not interest me as much as this. A small thicket tops the large stone. I see nothing.

I close my eyes and smell the air. Pine sap, soil, humidity, the distant tang of blood and the caustic bite of spent powder, but there is something underneath. Fresh sweat. Coming from the front.

“I can smell you…” I hum with amusement. A muffled curse comes from the empty space before me.

“And now I can hear you as well,” I note with a smile. I focus the Herald essence in my claw and…the Rose turns blue.

My claws are crystallized essence. The blade is crystallized essence. Of course, it can carry the magic-breaking effect as well.

“Perfect.”

I jump to the side of the rise and stab the air, being careful not to get too close. I assume concealment magic is at work, but if it were up to me, I would have added an unpleasant repellant if someone tried to engage me in close quarters.

My eyes widen in surprise when the charm falls to reveal a Dvergur in the process of standing up. This one has dark brown hair and a bushy beard like Loth, though he looks younger. He holds in his hands a rifle of complex make, the barrel engraved with many runes. It is now swerving towards my head.

The man shoots as I duck. He would have caught me between the eyes. Pretty good reflexes for a mortal creature.

“I see you, little rat.”

I punch him in the chest. What I took for leather armor turns out to have reinforced metal underneath. Enchanted as well. There are so many spells woven into his gear that I have trouble tasting which is which.

His torso may have been protected, but his head is not. He falls backward and cracks it against a pine trunk, bark flaking under the blow. I pick up the gun, then I catch him by the foot and drag him down the rock and towards my allies. Time to show them what I caught!

I hear the click of a cocked pistol. I turn and grab the firearm aimed at my neck. The Dvergur has dark eyes and they are very close now. He smells of scrumptious terror and shows signs of shame as well. Tempting, tempting. But no, there will be time later.

My little rat presses the trigger with all the strength he has, in vain. My index is on the hammer.

“Oh, feisty! It appears that you do not need this hand anymore.”

The snap of broken bones. I did not break too much. That can lead to internal bleeding that the mortal may not survive. I do not know how hardy this specific morsel is.

I resume my walk, with my captive now too busy moaning in pain to offer much resistance. I find Loth and the others still hiding behind the carriage, whose horses did not move at all during the altercation. Humans mutter on the other side of the warehouse.

I approach the coach from the side, Dvergur in tow.

“Look what I found!” I exclaim with pride. Loth turns from his argument with Skjoll, and his face twists in fury at the sight of what I’ve brought back.

“Should have known, damn Isvalir.”

Sheridan looks a bit lost, arms crossed in a typical gesture of annoyance. Kari’s skin is pale, and she smells of vomit.

“Do you want to question him? And can I eat him after you’re done?”

“Where was he?”

“Hidden above the other attackers, with this,” I tell him, handing the gun to Skjoll.

Loth scoffs. “Probably to catch one of us off-guard in case the assault failed and we came looking for proof. With that caliber, he could have blown through heavy armor.”

“Would you really have gone to check?” I ask, surprised by his recklessness.

“No…I would have sent Skjoll.”

“As you should,” the bodyguard replies, eyes fixed on my docile prisoner.

“Is…every battle like that?” Kari finally asks. She is staring behind me. A quick glance shows that the lights of the warehouse shine on what remains of the first pair of foes I got my hands on. Their remains are…graphic.

“That’s more of a vampire thing, darling,” Loth replies with a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Glad she is on our side, eh?”

“It would certainly be better than the alternative,” she says. There follows a series of curses in Dvergur and Swedish that I do not quite catch. Skjoll takes the prisoner from me to bind him while I go check on Sheridan.

“Are you quite alright? I could swear I heard the bullet hitting.”

“Check your shoulder,” the ranger replies with a grin. Indeed, I find a silver lump stuck against my heart protector’s harness. For once, I was lucky. It would have been quite painful.

I still grumble and remove the offending thing. The bullet burnt my dress at the point of impact! One more dress lost in the line of duty. When will this end? They are not exactly cheap either…

“To answer your question, I admit to being terrified. I thought I had lost the fear of death after our Mediterranean adventure. I was wrong.”

“Good. The moment you lose it entirely, you will place both of us in danger. The armor I provide will not defend you from falling off a cliff, or being poisoned in your sleep. Caution will serve you well.”

“You don’t seem afraid of death, however. Not with the way you run headlong into it.”

“I respect the possibility of death. It boils down to the same principle: do not act in a manner that could pointlessly end your life. You did well by taking cover since you were unarmed and undefended, and I did well engaging an inferior foe to cover you.”

My brave Vassal frowns at the reminder of this unexpected piece of entertainment. “Yeah, what’s the deal with that? I thought we were on friendly territory!”

“I suppose we will find out shortly.”

“You find out. I’m going to get my guns.”

I admit to being curious. The trio of Dvergur now stands before the prisoner, who stares at the ground in shame. They talk in their native tongue, so that I can only glean fragments of meaning. ‘Forbidden’ and ‘objection’ are mentioned several times. Eventually, Kari throws her hands in the air in frustration.

“Have you reached a decision? We should not dally,” I tell them.

“Skjoll and I believe that the information we could gain from a thorough interrogation justifies the pain of leaving one of our race to your tender care.”

“I can leave him unbroken. Mostly.”

“Operatives like him are trained to resist mind techniques.”

“No training will ever be enough to stop me,” I declare with confidence.

The two exchange a glance.

“Besides, I have not tasted Dvergur essence since—”

Kari perks up, and Loth shows the first hints of distress.

“—you saved my life back in the blood cult base,” I casually finish.

Loth smiles and Kari settles down. Do not worry, you old dog, I have your back. I must not let Kari think that we are anything more than friends and comrades-in-arms. The slaughter I just committed should also make me appear more monster than woman.

“I still think that we should conduct our inquiry in private.”

“Aye. I don’t think that anyone else is gonny show up. Kari dear, ye should go back to the carriage and I’ll let ye know what we find oot. Skjoll?”

“I will make sure that the perimeter is secure, then supervise the loading of Lady Nirari’s luggage.”

We all agree, and I drag our prisoner to an empty storage room selected by Loth. He closes the door behind us, and I drop my charge on the ground.

“Right. Time to tell ya what this is all about, I suppose.”

“That would be nice.”

“Aye. By the way, impressive display. I had forgotten how it felt to have you by my side. Nice sword too.”

I smile, because I can tell that he’s now realized that I was attacked immediately upon arriving on his land following his invitation, and then proceeded to single-handedly save the day. Or night, in this case.

“Enough, my friend, we will have time to talk later. For now, we should get into the…meat…of the matter.”

“Right. So, I am king of the Skoragg clan. My ex-wife is from the smaller Isvalir clan, and they enjoyed playing a bigger role in our politics. I just took a series of measures to get them to fuck off, starting with the divorce, and they’re being prissy twats about it. Problem is, they still got loyalists, so they can find oot where I go to do that sort of shit.”

“Language.”

“Augh, not this again!”

“Ahem. My apologies. Is he from the Isvalir clan?”

“Him? Yes, but he was banished if I remember correctly. Vanr the Cruel, his name is. Right prick. I’d bet my left bollock that they offered him a pardon if he could off me with no way to prove it in court. They will say that we rewrote his memory with vampire magic.”

“Hmm.”

“I just want ta know about other traps, and anything he can tell me about his clan’s plans. Oh, and can you spare his life?”

“Can I still drink his blood?”

“Aye!”

“I foresee no difficulty then. I will work on making him more...pliable…and you prepare your questions. Agreed?”

“Agreed.”

“Now, Vanr,” I tell the panicking man on the ground, “I trust that you will offer more of a challenge this time. You do not want to fail twice in the same night, do you?” I ask menacingly.

“That was good, lass, but I don’t think he understands English.”

In Vanr’s brown orbs, I only see anxiety and incomprehension.

Dammit.

Well, never mind. It would be nice to practice my manipulation skill if I had the patience or spoke the language. Instead, I bite his throat.

Dear Vanr is succulent. He tastes of fear and regret, with a deeper magic twisted by appetites he took no efforts to control. The power rushes through me, strengthening me once again. I stop too soon for my taste and stare him in the eyes.

A barrier protects him, a mental discipline of sorts. It does not matter. I am already inside. His fall is simply a matter of patience. Patience, and relentless effort.

Slowly, carefully, I erode the wall erected around his core. My mind seeps in through the cracks. It peels off protective layers one by one and dissects metaphorical locks before tearing them apart. Vanr’s face grows slack as the last of his willpower crumbles to dust.

“All yours.”

“Mind working fer the crown full time? I can pay ye well.”

“I am sorry, old friend. I already have my own kingdom.”

“Heh. Had to try.”

Loth grabs the husk I left and asks questions in fast, angry Dvergur. Vanr’s answers are slow and mechanical. He offers no resistance at all. I pick at the hole in my dress out of boredom.

“I am done,” Loth finally says, “Ye want to finish yer meal?”

I consider the offer. I gave the would-be assassin as an offering to my friend, so that he could partake. In a way. Draining him now would feel strange. Besides, I am sated.

“Let’s give him to your bride. Sparing his worthless life will please her pacifist mind.”

“Oh, right. And maybe I can get him publicly executed later. Do you mind if I anesthetize him?”

Hmm... what?

“Be my guest?”

Loth grabs Vanr by the collar again and throws the most devastating, jaw-shattering hook I have ever seen. The other man twists and crashes against stacked crates.

“I think he is asleep now,” I remark drily.

“Damn, that felt good. Let’s return to the others.”

I grumble and grab Vanr from the ground. Loth has returned to his old habit of having me carry heavy things! Chivalry is dead.

We exit to find that the luggage has already been secured, and we are ready to go.

“Where do you want him?” I ask.

Kari lifts a finger and speaks in a slow and purposeful tone. Like a politician. “Despite the anger we feel, we must respect the rules of war as stated by—”

“Just toss him on the roof; I’ll grab the chains,” Skjoll interrupts. The pair exchanges a murderous glare as I follow the bodyguard’s recommendation. I understand rules. I also understand brevity.

The carriage’s interior offers the most comfortable seats ever to grace my posterior outside of a salon. They cradle my butt in their velvety embrace, soothing and welcoming. I find myself repositioning just to make sure that they are real.

“Nervous?” Sheridan asks as he slides inside. “Wow, these are some comfortable couches.”

“I know! Incredible.”

The red upholstery. The enchanted oil lamps and their soft red glow. Thick curtains. A silenced Thirst. All conspire to push me into a state of relaxation, briefly interrupted when we are joined by Loth and Kari. The four of us fit comfortably inside despite the Dvergurs’ heavy frames.

“Like it?” Loth asks with a smile.

“Yes. An amazing machine.”

“The interior is shielded against sunlight as well, a necessity for our travels.”

“Wait,” I ask, suddenly worried, “Is our destination far?”

“Indeed, for we are going to the Scandes, the long mountain range that runs the entirety of the Scandinavian peninsula. And since it is summer now, night will only last for a bit over six hours.”

“You cannot be serious…” I say with horror.

Alas, he was.
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The trip to the Skoragg mountain home lasts four days. Four bloody days, during which I remain mostly cooped up. At least Sheridan gets to visit the local woods. Only my books and Loth’s company save me from insanity.

“Leikny tried to remarry my brother, but he cast her oot. He was fed up with her bull…her nonsense too. Anyway, I showed up and got reinstated in less than three months by the old guard. The Isvalir really went too far recently, what with all the factories they tried ta take away from us. We recovered a lot of stuff already. Firebombed a few others. Cousin Okri was sitting on enough explosives ta blow up a mountain just for the occasion.”

“Did you manage to catch up with everyone and survive the subsequent hangover?”

“Aye. By spreading it over four years. My liver will never be the same.”

“Is there an end game with that clan? How are they still trying to mess with you?”

“Lots of oaths taken, have to disentangle by proving misconduct to the Council. It’s just a gaggle of old farts who oversee the application of laws. No real power, but everyone listens to them all the same. We are winning now, and when we’re done, I’ll make sure the Isvalir have just enough money left for a one-way trip to Canada.”

What did the Canadians do to deserve that?

“Anyway, after your testimony, we’ll visit the land. I got some amusing things ta show you as an apology.”

“I will look forward to it. Do not forget to provide snacks.”

On the fifth night, I wake in a comfortable bed covered in bear skins beneath a vaulted ceiling of gray stone. A fire burns in a nearby hearth. Tapestries on the walls depict scenes of hunts.

Skoragg, home of Loth’s clan.


120: 
The Hall of the Mountain King 

Loth did not give me a room; he gave me a full suite. I enjoy a long bath in a smooth cavity dug into the very rock, then realize that Loth left me something to wear. I pass my hand over a long blue dress and corset of a very thick fabric over a long-sleeved white shirt. It looks practical and feels nice.

A part of me remains bothered that Loth knows my exact dimensions up to and including my breast size. It feels strangely intimate, in a way, but this part is silenced when I put on the pair of perfectly-made boots. They are deliciously snug as they wrap my toes in their loving embrace.

Now dressed and ready for battle, I search the room for a message, which I find on a nightstand by the bed. Figuring out where I am before leaving is paramount when walking out of the wrong door could turn me into an extra-crispy pile of charcoal before I can say ‘sun’. The message is laconic.

Lass, join me in my office. Head out of your room and turn left, then take the first right. It’s at the end of the corridor. Your Vassal is fine, by the way. He is out hunting elk with my cousin Rollo. The one with the hairy arse.

Thank you for keeping me informed, Loth, much appreciated.

I follow his directions through dim corridors lit by lanterns. The walls are sheer rock decorated with ancient, massive tapestries. Hand-woven, of course.

I knock on an enormous reinforced door decorated with steel and politely wait.

“Ah, you’re awake! And so early too.”

Loth wears a comfortable long jacket over a simple shirt and brown pants. He looks much like he used to when we lived together. The only change is a large amulet encircling an equally-large ruby dangling from his collar.

“Would you mind telling me why your door is trapped with explosive runes?” I ask.

I did not trigger the spell, of course. It would have roasted a good quarter of the hall.

“The entire fortress is trapped to the gills. But don’t ye worry yer pretty head, it’s all under the control of old man Erikur.”

“The one who punched a bear?”

“And did it again when some cunt said it was bollocks. He was off his tits both times too.”

“I feel safer already.”

“Say, why don’t ah show you ‘round my gaff.”

“Careful, your Scottish is showing.”

“Does it, aye?”

I roll my eyes, but I trail him as he passes me by. The Skoragg complex can only be referred to as titanic. It is practically an underground city carved from the very rock, both solid and surprisingly cozy. We inspect a massive foundry where hairy, bare-chested men work in sweltering heat, a common room where people are already feasting, and even a hospital! As we move, those we come across salute him and smile at me.

“They don’t know that ye’re a bloodsucker. We kept your coming all hush-hush, and the clothes help as well. You look local.”

Not really. The Swedes are mostly blonde and tall, but with slightly different features. I still look like a stranger. The Dvergur are easily recognizable from their heavy-set frames, both men and women. Some Dvergur are easier to discern than the others, and I wonder if they are mixed-bloods.

“Wait, why are they always smiling at me then? Do they think I am your, ahem, side business?”

“What? Nae!”

Silence.

“Well, yes. It’s a common practice here. Lots of kids with mixed ancestry, myself included. Sometimes the Dvergur blood reemerges in surprising places. Take Ibn Arfin, for example. Here he comes. Hey, Arfin!”

We pass by an Arabic Dvergur.

“Alaikum Salaam, boss man.”

“Lad had a hard time finding us, I tell ya. But probably not as hard as Li Hua. Anyway, we have a lot of kids with humans, so it’s nothing shocking.”

“Are you not getting married soon? Should you not remain celibate?” I ask, scandalized.

“Bah! I’ll knock Kari up good in no time, don’t worry about it.”

“But surely…is this normal?”

Loth turns to me and, this time, his expression is serious.

“Listen, lass, there is one absolute rule for, errr, living arrangements for our kind. It’s to mind yer own business.”

I raise my hands in surrender. I am not here to judge.

“Course, it stops at violence and the like. You get my meaning.”

“How do you raise the kids, by the way?”

“The clan has a reliable support system. Let me show you the nursery,” he tells me with a smile.

This room is rather close to the surface, so that the children can have easy access to sunlight. He has the roof aperture closed before I enter.

Inside, I find a nicely-decorated room with rows of cradles hosting an army of toddlers under the watchful gaze of a human nurse whose smile appears to be glued on. I channel the Hastings essence to look like a mortal myself. Some would react poorly to a vampire around their kids.

“Oh, it is so nice to meet you. How do you like Sweden?” she asks me with a heavily-accented voice.

“Hmm. Delightful so far. So…you take care of the children?”

“Until a parent returns, yes. Many have tasks to complete that require utmost concentration! Our facilities are designed to provide a relaxing and stimulating environment favorable to healthy growth!”

Behind her, Loth rolls his eyes, but then he turns and smiles at the occupant of a cradle. Aw. I cannot wait for him to be a new dad.

“You are expecting, then?” she asks as she happily jumps to conclusions. “Here, this is Mathys. He is my two-month-old nephew!”

Argh, no! Thankfully, I react immediately and hold the toddler properly, one hand protecting the neck and head while the other supports the butt. He smells of Dvergur magic, though it is still nascent.

Loth turns and looks at me with horror. Ah, he does not know that my experience as a madame gave me some experience with spawns. This baby looks healthy. Hmmm.

For one moment, I consider how pliable they are and how much my kind could achieve with more intervention in education. The little one turns his gaze to me.

“Aguu.”

“Burp on me and I will eat your mom,” I singsong.

“Oh, you already know how to handle a babe! You do not need my help at all!” the nurse states. Is she constantly upbeat?

“I helped raise kids in my previous position, but I’ve never had one of my own. I am sure it will be fine, but you know men. Always worried about things they do not understand,” I tell her.

Behind the nurse, Loth blinks, flabbergasted.

“Oh yes, he’s a worrywart, I’ll give you that. Oh, you are visiting, yes? Go and finish your tour, then come and see me sometime! We will exchange tips.”

I nod and bring a little more red to my cheeks. The Hastings essence does not make me more human, but it shows me how to act like one and I find the results hilarious. Especially when Loth drags me out into a stone hall with a mighty frown on his brow.

I immediately drop the essence and make myself cold and immobile.

“Oh, that’s more like it, lass, ye had me worried there for a moment. All bashful and delicate like a normal person.”

“Hey!”

“A true vampire would have said that the baby would make a fine sacrifice, haha.”

I keep my expression neutral.

“You…did not think that, right?”

“He did have a nice, potent essence.”

“Oi!”

I smile, he smiles, and we chuckle.

“I still abide by my code, Loth. No children.”

“I know.”

“So, where is your throne room? Do you have one? Is the throne made out of the skulls of your enemies?”

“Naw, we are not like that. We have a Council table. Though, if you want to see the seat of my power…” He winks suggestively.

I am not fooled. “It is your workshop, is it not?”

“Got it in one! Come on, let me show you what I have been working on.”

Compared to before, Loth’s pace is faster and more excited than regal. We retrace our steps to the private quarters where my suite is, and I think I get a general idea of the mountain base’s layout. The heavily-defended main entrance leads to barracks and the mess hall, with several wings branching out in every direction. The royal quarters are only one of the many complexes snaking below the skin of the earth, with many openings letting in the sunlight. We avoid those. Loth still informs me that they are made out of crystalline sheets that could block artillery shells.

They even have a massive greenhouse. This place could withstand a siege almost indefinitely.

Finally, Loth leads me to a vault door the size of a carriage. He removes a massive key from his jacket and inserts it into a keyhole. A rumbling later, and the steel obstacle rotates on oiled hinges with nary a sound, revealing the treasure within.

I admit to being impressed.

I admit to being very impressed.

“Wow.”

“Right? Come in, come in.”

Loth’s workshop occupies a circular room with a high ceiling and walls of sheer rock. A set of enchanted lamps give off a powerful white light. Rails built into the ground itself lead to a pair of gates on opposite sides of the place, perpendicular to the entrance we took. You could fit a sloop in here.

In accordance with its owner's bubbling mind, the workshop is neatly divided into subsections.

Vertically.

Even now, slabs and constructs and armors and tables hang suspended in the air at various elevations by heavy chains, each one a work in progress. I see a magical cannon like the one he made for his home back in Georgia, but twice the size. His black iron armor hangs on one side and another delicate cuirass dangles at the opposite end. Racks of axes and swords take up an entire wall. The current tableau shows that he was working on something that looks like a bathtub, but I suspect might be some sort of metal coating technology.

“What is that thing?” I ask, eyes filled with wonder.

“A self-heating bathtub.”

Oh.

“Let me show you something amazing.”

Loth lowers one of the many levers covering the walls, this one tucked snugly between sheafs of notes stabbed with a spear tip and a coffee table with a half-eaten sandwich.

The beautiful work of art lowering down like an angel from heaven sends me into a state of pure delight. It has eight long barrels at the end of a rectangular body with a thin bar at the top. It shines with cooling and reinforcement enchantments.

“Is that…”

“A work in progress, for now. Repetition is not as much of a problem as weight, recoil, overheating, and so on. Now, with an efficient frame, we could get something that could fire a hundred bullets a minute…for five minutes.”

“Amazing.”

“It would be stationary, of course. Unless…the wielder had unnatural strength.”

Wink wink.

“By the Watcher!”

“Problem is that it’s too heavy for me, and I have to turn it all the time. Mind giving me a hand? Just like old times?”

I can barely tear my gaze from this breathtaking piece of glorious engineering long enough to answer.

“Spare apron?”

“Behind you. Third shelf.”
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One hour later

“It’s Raz, then Mir, then Ko,” Loth explains in a calm voice reserved for those touched in the head.

“Then how do you expect to close the outer circle, genius?” I hiss. I balance hundreds of pounds of steel on one hand and with the other point at a circle near the firing mechanism.

“That’s not the outer circle. It’s the primer. The outer circle links to it via an Ogham conductor inside the casing.”

I open my mouth to reply and realize that…yes, it should work perfectly.

In fact, he just provided a brilliant solution to the energy efficiency problem I had anticipated.

“Fuck it, you’re right. And do try not to look so smug; no need to be an asshole about it.”

“Language!” he squeals in a comically high voice.

I point a claw at his chest. “None of that. What I say in the workshop stays in the workshop. Or else.”

Loth crosses his massive arms over an equally muscular torso. He gives me a slow nod. “Fair enough. Help me turn—oh, bollocks.”

I hear it too. The entrance door opens with ponderous slowness. Kari walks in, looking quite fetching in an elegant forest-green dress. Her dark blonde hair is bound in an elaborate updo that highlights her aristocratic features. Her brown eyes smolder with barely-contained fury.

She takes the scene in. Me with an apron and protective mitts holding the gun barrels in optimal position; Loth in similar gear, with a helmet on, right eye covered with a magic detection lens. He holds a brush and a pot of scintillating paint.

She crosses her arms and takes a deep, rage-tinged breath. The kind that starts every screaming session. No screams are forthcoming, though. She blows it through her nose with the sound of forge bellows as her anger turns cold. She pointedly takes a watch from a pocket at her flank and shakes it on its chain. Then, she turns around and departs with affronted dignity.

Another Dvergur woman pops her head through the opening and frowns at us before shaking her head in disgust and leaving as well. The vault gate shuts with the clang of a sealed coffin.

“Something you forgot?”

“I, ah, we were supposed to join her in her office after the visit. So she could prepare you for the testimony.”

“Really. When was that?”

“Hmm. What’s the time, lass?”

“Nevermind.”
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Loth and I manage to finish the circle we were working on, then race to Kari’s personal chambers in record time. The lady of the house waits for us in a throne-like leather chair with the attendant we saw earlier, a stern woman with graying brown hair. She snaps a fan closed as we come in.

Loth stands awkwardly with his hands behind his back like the big goof he can be sometimes. I, however, am a mighty vampire who does not need to justify herself, so I stand with my arms crossed and look to the side because I did absolutely nothing wrong and definitely do not deserve a scolding, so there.

“Honestly, I am unsure how I am supposed to react to the two of you.”

I frown. I am here to assist at the request of a friend, as a favor. I do not answer to her.

Kari must have felt something, because her expression softens. “I apologize, Ariane. You are our guest here, and we have not been equal to the task. If only there was a thousand-year-old adult with good knowledge of the situation who could act responsibly…”

“Alright, I get it,” Loth grumbles in turn.

“Good.”

Kari’s anger finally leaves her. Her attendant, whose name is Erva, brings chairs, and we sit around a low table loaded with dried fruits and snacks. The Dvergur help themselves while I drink my host’s favorite infusion. Her room is much less cluttered than Loth’s space, with modern furniture made of dark wood. I notice that green is ubiquitous in her choice of decoration, clothes, and jewelry. A clan thing, perhaps?

“Ariane, the reason why I wanted the pleasure of your company today was to prepare you for the examination that you so kindly agreed to participate in. While we are grateful for your selfless help, I must regretfully say that the Council of clans will make no effort to be accommodating.”

“What she’s saying is that they’re a bunch of nasty old twats,” Loth adds helpfully as he skewers a meatball.

“I do not need translation, dahling,” Kari hisses, finally out of patience. Loth shrugs.

“In any case, we have made the formal request to have our marriage certified. Normally, this would not be necessary, but the Isvalir will have no recourse if we have the Council’s backing. They will be pushed out for good. This is where you come in. The only serious objection they made was that Loth was betrothed to a vampire.”

“That sure made the old cunts foam at the mouth, squealing about treason. Pure rage.”

“It would have been against tradition,” Kari continues, “and the Council embodies tradition. Your timing could not be more fortuitous. My point is that they will ask questions with little regard for propriety.”

I take a sip of the warm liquid to give myself time to think. My instincts are inherited from a man who normally repays insults by pulling the offender’s spine out of their own ribcage while they are still alive.

“You do realize that there are limits to how much I can tolerate?” I say.

“The Council itself is no monolithic body. If one of them goes too far to provoke you, they will be censored by the other six. Or five. You only have to clad yourself in contempt while the offender reaps the consequences of their own actions.”

I have to ask. “What if they do go too far and I eat them?”

Kari’s expression turns pained. “If they insult you too openly under our roof and you attack, we will side with you. It will mean bloody war, however, so please keep it in mind?”

“Oh, and if ye do start killing, leave me that old cockless bugger Ragnar, lass. I want to strangle him myself,” Loth adds helpfully between two bites.

Kari massages her left temple with two fingers. Next to her, Erva sighs.

“I promise to do my best. I am here to solve problems, not create more,” I say.

That gets me an appreciative nod from both women.

“That is all I can ask. Now, what are vampire Councils typically like?”

“In terms of what?”

“Everything.”

Why does she ask? Ah—she wants to manage my expectations.

“We gather with our seconds in a secured underground vault, around a modular round table of obsidian. The Speaker addresses the issues one-by-one. We vote on matters that we cannot reach a consensus on by other means.”

“So, well-ordered and mostly silent?”

“An understatement. We do not move, nor breathe, and we are expected to remain unfailingly polite at all times. That includes maintaining perfect control of one’s aura. Arguments are a rarity, because negotiations occur before the meeting starts.”

“No one raises their voices?”

“It has not occurred yet.”

They look impressed. Loth drops a chicken bone in a nearby trash can and cleans his lips. He is back to serious.

“This Council is goin’ ta be very different then. The decrepit old bags will convene in our own Council room around a table. Kari and I will sit there and present our case. Observers are allowed in benches on the side. Thing is, we have all known each other for a long time, and we all have some faraway cousin who shagged someone else’s faraway cousin and stole their chicken while they were asleep. Ye get the gist.”

“Is this a trial or a family argument?” I ask as a jest.

Alas. They do not laugh.

“Ye’re spot on. It’s both. And it can heat up fast. I was joking earlier, lass; I would also like it if blood were not shed. And they will insult you. At least, some of them will.”

Dammit.

“We are perhaps overstating how offensive they will be. What matters is that you are prepared.”

“I understand.”

“Good. Now, Erva?”

“I suggest we retire to bedroom,” the brunette says in thickly-accented English. “I take measurement for new dress while you teach customs?”

“Yes,” Kari replies, “that would work nicely.”

Loth is smart enough not to tell them that he already has my measurements.

We three leave Loth to gorge himself on snacks and move to a side room hosting a palatial bed, as well as a small partition, behind which I change into a shift. Erva then assaults me with a marked band while taking notes in a small book. Kari handles the Dvergur culture cramming session. The Council consists of seven very old Dvergur, the oldest ones alive. I am taught their names and personalities, which can apparently all be placed somewhere on the ill-tempered and short-fused side of the spectrum. She seems apprehensive about one in particular: Ragnar. He is close to the Islavir. He is also the kind of obtuse, rude jerk who has a very strict idea about everyone’s place in the world, especially his own. Anything that goes against his opinion is dismissed as false, or, when evidence is overwhelming, staged by his opponent to ridicule Ragnar’s genius.

I hate him already.

Our meeting finishes with dinner, where I join my hosts and Sheridan in the main hall as a guest of honor. Someone found half-decent coffee, for which I am grateful, and we are entertained with music and beer. Soon, the festivities pick up in the expected fashion: everyone gets roaring drunk. I even consent to play a knife-throwing game, which I win handily to everyone’s amusement. Sheridan earns some attention of his own after bagging an elk at three hundred feet in one shot. He soon leaves with one cute Dvergur lass under each arm.

He will definitely have much to say about European women upon his return.

As the night goes on, I finally isolate myself to practice with my Rose. I would consider myself almost recovered, and my new style slowly takes shape. I am almost at the point where I wield the whip sword better than the spear, though it will take a few more weeks of practice. I simply have too much to play with.

For the next two days, I mostly stay indoors. I help Loth around his workshop during the afternoon and roam around after night has fallen. The Skoragg fortress is set deep in the Scandes, surrounded by a dense forest that the clan has taken pains to keep uninhabited. While most of the complex is far below-ground, many facilities are close to the surface to offer sunlight to dwellers and plants alike. The flower greenhouse offers a perfect moonlight-drenched setting for a good reading session. Sadly, the other ones use manure as fertilizers.

On the third night, I leave through a set of massive gates to run for an hour, and climb atop a massive pine to look around, finding not one single light, one column of smoke to indicate the presence of humanity. The howling wind and creaks of evergreens form a melancholic melody to match the scent of sap. I enjoy this small moment of serenity before getting on Metis’s back to hunt something. The big girl is just happy to be running around without constraints.

On the fourth day, I wake up inside of my sarcophagus.

A curious thing. I trust Dvergur hospitality without doubt, and so far I have slumbered in the bed they offered. And yet the mere thought of one of them dropping off the dress and seeing me lying there defenseless creates an instinctive response that compels me to relocate to my trusted haven. They cannot have access to my unconscious form. No. Never. They do not deserve it. I only allow Torran to do so.

One more quirk to add to the list.

One smooth slide of a massive rail-mounted slab of reinforced steel, and I am free to glare around for intruders. There are none. Instead, I am greeted by a new addition to my room: a mannequin dressed in an extravagant dress.

Oh, it is lovely.

Erva must have made it with my nature in mind. The cloth is royal blue, my favorite color, with long sleeves and a rather form-fitting bodice. The fabric is thick and decorated with floral scrollwork in mesmerizing arrangements. The crafty seamstress also added a black cape with an ermine fringe, blending Viking nobility with courtly charm. I am impressed. And I try it on immediately, only to discover that the garment is not just comfortable: it is also armored around the chest. Perfect.

A small envelope has been left for me, directing me to ring a bell to call for Erva, which I do. The attendant immediately crashes into my lair as though she has been pressed against the door for the past hour awaiting my summons. She starts fussing with my hair and manages to put it in a small braid, which she ties around my head, freeing my neck. I am finally lent jewels for the occasion.

I should really get my own; I could hide some nasty enchantments in them. Practical and elegant.

Finally, we are done.

“You look very good and very fetching. Go impress the old wankers!” she says.

I should probably tell her not to quote Loth, at least until she feels like screaming insults. Ah, well.

The walk to the Council chamber is short, but the halls are crowded. Gaggles of gossiping adults line the walls. They recognize me from the feasts and greet me with polite encouragements.

“Don’t let them push ya around!”

“Tell Ragnar he’s a flea-ridden bitch.”

Not the most diplomatic people around.

Eventually, I run out of stone corridors and find my destination, a heavy double gate topped by the Skoragg name in Dvergur runes. Skjoll guards it with all the pleasantry of a jailer.

“They are in session. You can come in whenever you want.”

“Then let us get this over with.”

I am let in.

The Council room is much more solemn than I expected. Tapestries depicting significant historical events cover the curving walls. Rows of chandeliers illuminate the large roundtable occupying the center of the room, an ancient wood construct covered in scars, burns, and scrawls. A few seats have been placed at the corners for observers. On the left side, of course, I find Loth and Kari holding hands in an adorable fashion. On my right, however, comes a surprise. Loth’s ex-wife Leikny is here in the flesh. A man sits by her side wearing affronted pride like a well-tailored suit—clearly a relative.

All four of them are silent. The humdrum of conversation comes from an assembly of ancient, bickering folks dressed in rich clothes too busy hurling insults at each other to realize that I have entered. I stand there, not knowing what to do. A glance at Loth reveals that he himself is quite lost, and more than a bit irritated. It takes a good twenty seconds for one of the two women present to raise her eyes to the ceiling after an ancient codger yells at her in their tongue. When her gaze descends, it lands on me.

“All of you, shut up! You are embarrassing me in front of the cold one!”

One by one, the conversations die down until I find myself under gazes heated by centuries of stubborn hostility.

I feel at home already.

Following Kari’s instructions, I curtsey low enough to show respect but not submission. I greet the elders in their tongue with the sentence I was taught. I am, unsurprisingly, interrupted halfway.

“Yeah, yeah, come sit your butt, girl, we don’t have all day!” the oldest one complains in a voice broken by age and, probably, alcohol abuse.

I recognize him as Yngvar the Red-Handed, the oldest Dvergur alive. He is almost two thousand years old.

“You claim to care about tradition, but you interrupt the child as she greets us?” the woman who had first noticed me snaps. They bicker. She has to be Minttu, his wife.

The others inspect me as I sit down with all the grace I am capable of, which is quite a lot. I present myself as elegant but harmless. To do so, I merely need to move slowly and fluidly while doing a few useless things such as repositioning my hands after I am seated. I have spent enough time around mortals to know how to appear demure.

The members of the Council lower their guard somewhat, with the exception of a man with red and gray hair, who glares at me with barely-contained outrage. That must be Ragnar.

“Enough of this!” Yngvar finally erupts in English, “We will proceed as I say. First, the cold one does not speak our language properly, so we will use English.”

Some grumbling.

“None of that! You all know the tongue—even you, Sigvald, don’t try to piss me off again. We all know you eloped with that Essex girl!”

More grumbling, especially from Sigvald, who bellows in Dvergur something along the lines of ‘brief’ and ‘divorce’. Yngvar ignores them.

“We’ll ask questions one-by-one, starting with me. Also, this is an official event, so I will ask an oath. Lass, what’s your name?”

“Ariane of the Nirari.”

“I shagged an Ariane once, in Greece,” one of the men announces, eyes lost in dreamy recollection.

“Nobody cares, Rolf, get those tits out of your mind!”

Rolf seems to consider the request for a moment, then rests his head on a fist as a beatific smile blooms on his face.

“And we’ve lost the old pervert. Fine! Ariane of the Nirari, we are here to determine if those two can marry without breaking some oaths. Waste of my fucking time, but what can you do? Anyway, can you please swear that you will speak only the whole, unvarnished truth?”

I expected the question and prepared an answer.

“I will swear to be entirely truthful, but I cannot promise to tell you everything, as I am bound by previous agreements.”

The Accords prevent me from revealing too much information to rival political entities, and their Council is one such group.

“Well, fine, that works too. But no empty words!”

He removes a monocle from a breast pocket and puts it on, inspecting me critically. It has to be magical.

“I, Ariane of the Nirari, swear on my essence to be truthful to this assembly for the duration of the Council.”

The oath takes hold in a way that leaves my chest feeling cold and vulnerable.

Yngvar nods and places his monocle back in his pocket.

“Out of curiosity, what happens if you lie now?” Minttu asks.

“If I break my word knowingly, my essence will fracture. I would suffer the worst pain in existence for the brief moment that I still live.”

“Is her oath worth anything?” Ragnar sneers with a soft voice, the snake. Yngvar dismisses the argument with a frown.

“The vampires are even more magical than us, you cauliflower-brained dunce. I saw the magic take hold on her with my own eyes. Now shut up. I ask first. Lass, are you betrothed to Loth?”

“No.”

That one was easy, and it should suffice to prove that the couple can marry safely. Of course, this unruly pack of codgers will not be satisfied until they have fully explored our relationship. They interrogate me one after the other.

“Were you ever betrothed?”

“No.”

“Did you two fuck a lot while you were in America?”

“I have never engaged in sex with Loth,” I say between gritted teeth. So…rude! Agh. I must remember that their culture is much more cavalier about physical intimacy.

“Really? Why? Is he not good at it?”

Pah, are we really doing this? I stop and look around, thinking that the person asking (Rolf the pervert, of course) will get the righteous dressing-down he deserves. Alas, it does not happen. They all await my honest assessment of Loth’s sexual prowess.

Is it that serious?

“Come on, lass, don’t leave us hanging! Not good enough for you?”

I sigh and speak in a low, deliberate voice.

“Numerous widows of the town we lived in mentioned that he was, and I quote, a god. I believe that they were honest with their own assessments, and they, ahem, smelled and sounded like they meant it.”

By the Watcheeeeeeerrrrrrr, get me out please.

The Council aligns for the first time, in proud approval.

“Alright then. Next question!”

This one comes from Ragnar. He smirks, very pleased with himself.

“Would you mind explaining what you were doing on Loth’s territory to start with?”

Oh, implying that I hunted him down for my own benefit. He could prove that Loth is unfit, perhaps, or polluted somehow.

“No, I would not mind.”

They wait. I wait. We all wait and I find myself smiling.

“Next question, please?” I sweetly suggest. A few of the members guffaw when they figure out what I did while others complain. Ragnar rises from his seat, red with anger.

“You dare disrespect—”

“Sit the fuck down, Ragny boy, afore I give you a proper walloping. She got you good. It’s your fault for trying to sound like a posh asshole. ‘Would you miiiiiiind’. Who the fuck are you, the Prince of Wales? Piss off, you’ll get your turn again. Next!”

“How long did you live together?”

“Around ten years; I could not tell you the exact duration without some calculations.”

“Were you threatened into coming here?” Yngvar asks, since it is his turn again.

“Here, to Sweden? No.”

“Will you receive compensation for appearing here?”

I consider my answer for a while. Compensation is such a vague concept. I had better be thorough.

“I was not paid or promised services, or even a favor. I did receive hospitality, and I expect that I will be offered nourishment sometime soon as well.”

“Do you have shares in businesses owned by the Skoragg clan?”

“Not to my knowledge. Some of my investments are through funds that I do not manage, so it remains a distant possibility.”

I am seeing a trend here. They are not satisfied and will not be satisfied until they understand us.

“Why were you on Loth’s land when you met him? Why did you seek the King of Skoragg Hall?” Ragnar asks again as his turn comes.

Those are two questions!

“Answer them, lass, so that we’re done,” Yngvar asks, out of patience.

Fine.

“We did not meet on his land. We met by accident during a hunt. And he was not the King of Skoragg Hall at the time! Your understanding of our circumstances appears tenuous at best,” I coldly state.

“Perhaps, then, you should enlighten us,” the next member asks before Ragnar explodes. This one is the only other woman. She smiles kindly. A request, not an order.

My state in that period of my life is no secret. I guess I could share a bit of the story here, at least so that they do not hound us anymore with their ceaseless quest to find out the origin of our friendship.

I look behind me at Loth, sitting on the side. He is serene and gives me a subtle nod. He supports my decision, no matter what.

I turn back and inspect the Council. They are curious now—so curious, in fact, that they are silent.

“Oh, very well then.”

I take a deep breath. Sheridan is out there, making me more human, otherwise I would never agree to share my own feelings for the sake of a friend, no matter how precious he is. Even now, frustration at the audacity of the Council still whispers in my ears that they know enough to make a decision, and that I would be well within my rights to inform them that our friendship is none of their business. Alas, Dvergur are passionate and emotional creatures, and if I truly want to help Loth, I must address them in a language that they can understand.

So I swallow my pride and the distance I create with strangers because, in the end, I am here to assist someone I hold dear. Friendships are not always meant to be easy and free. It is quite telling that I would rather open someone’s ribcage than open my own heart.

They are waiting.

Enough procrastination, I take a deep breath and try to forget my surroundings. I go back to those days decades ago when I was not free, mighty, and tightly woven into a dense network of allies and friends. I bring myself to remember the nights where I had only a few hours of consciousness—hours I had to spend finding blood and walking some distance before torpor inevitably left me defenseless. I can see her vividly, this younger Ariane. The one who endured only because of her unwavering belief that things would get better if she only lasted for another night. I call upon her now.

“When I met Loth, I was dirty and wet. It was the end of summer in Louisiana. I had come to a swamp to hunt an alligator as part of a deal to get enough blood to last me the night. I had recently escaped from abuse and torture by feigning my own death. My torment had lasted for six months, and I was six months old. Twenty, if you count my mortal years.”

The silence helps me focus. I close my eyes and I can see him, clad in his iron armor. He looked like a giant bug, and his sudden appearance gave me quite the fright.

“Loth was there too, for the same prey. From the moment I met him, I expected him to betray me and I prepared myself to fight or kill him. I was so distrustful that when the alligator did attack, it caught me completely off guard. Loth, of course, killed it in an instant with a bolt through the eye. After that, he…made a casual advance.”

Chuckles around the table. I do not look. I am almost there.

“I reacted badly. My captivity had been…a harrowing experience. Loth saw that. He did not ridicule me, or threaten me. He did not run away. He saw that I needed help and he offered it. He saved me, I think. Perhaps not my life, but certainly my essence.”

The silence has returned.

“In the following months, Loth was there for me. He was my first friend. The very first one. Even Jimena, the woman who helped me escape, had not yet grown so dear to me. Loth did not just host me, he helped me grow. He taught me how to build my own moral code, how to handle mortals. He created a system to allow me to feed as a fledgling without hurting the townsfolk. I owe much to his mentorship, including my love for design and smithing—especially as it relates to explosive ordinance or ways to deliver said explosive ordinance to faraway people I dislike. He taught me runes and forging and taking life with humor. There are only a handful of individuals on this planet that I regard with the same admiration and…love. All the questions you have asked me boil down to one thing. Who is this cold one, and what is her game here? I play no games tonight. I am here because Loth asked me to come here. He could have asked for an assassination or a bombing run or plain old piracy and I would have obliged, but he just wanted me to talk to you. So here I am. Loth is a friend in a world of politics and ancient horrors. That is enough for me.”

I imagine the Council members have not remained silent for this many consecutive seconds in at least a decade. Of course, it ends quickly.

“Say, girl,” Yngvar asks, “What runes would you use for the base of an artillery gun barrel?”

“Circled Tir Ko Og for reinforcement, unless you’re feeling both adventurous and wasteful, in which case you can go for an imposition glyph.”

“Sacrilege! Who would do such a thing to a gun?” a man by his side asks.

“Shut up! I used them on those blasted Turkish bombards so I did not have to wreck them when we left!” Yngvar retorts, spit flying over the pitted table.

“And how do you make proper black powder, hmmm?” Rolf asks, finally pulling his mind from his erotic reverie.

“Three parts saltpeter, then three-fifths softwood charcoal, either willow or buckthorn, and two-fifths sulfur. Mix and grind to a fine dust, then add liquid so that it can form granules. I prefer pure alcohol and water, but I add a pinch of my blood for special bullets. You can mix graphite in afterward to prevent the powder from getting too wet.”

“What about adding runed bones from magical beasts?” another asks. I roll my eyes. Loth has already bored me enough with this ancient controversy.

“A conclave of the clans two centuries ago concluded it wouldn’t work. After lengthy experiments, I might add.”

“Hah! Even the vampires know about it, you decrepit fool!” another exclaims triumphantly.

“No respect for tradition!”

I let them bicker, but I’ve clearly garnered their attention.

“Special bullets? How do you mean?” Yngvar asks excitedly.

“Silver and steel alloy for the body. I personally engrave each and every casing as well.”

“What do you use them for?” his wife asks with naked curiosity.

“Shield piercing and big game hunting. Either for werewolves or my kin.”

“What runes do you use for piercing?” Yngvar continues.

“You must be dreaming if you think I will share my recipe for free,” I retort, but with good humor.

“Hah! Hahaha, indeed! Alright. Enough questions. Sigvald, Aarne, enough with this conclave nonsense; it is time to decide!”

His gaze turns cold and cunning as he looks to Ragnar, who fumes in silence, then to Leikny and her relative.

“I cannot believe that I let you sponge-brained milksops talk my ears off over this purity and influence bullshit. You morons got it upside down! It’s not Loth who got vampired, it’s Ariane of the whatever who got Dvergured!”

The Council is shocked by this strange revelation. As am I. I remember to close my mouth with a click.

“What do you call someone with honor, strength, and a propensity for applying scientific knowledge to blowing things up?”

“A friend!” Rolf roars.

“That’s right. Case fucking closed. Let’s get this over with so I can get myself a beer. All in favor of letting those two younglings bind themselves together in sacred matrimony?”

“Aye!” five of them answer, though Ragnar now turns red.

“Are you all mad?” he screams, but in vain.

“Then your union is approved by the Council, may you regret it every day of your life like I do!”

Minttu socks him in the jaw and the poor fool falls backward and out of sight. Rolf leans to the side to remove pewter mugs from Watcher knows where while another man stands up to bang on a nearby service door asking for booze. I…suppose the Council is over then?

Or not, because a shrill female voice soon pierces through the party preparations.

“I demand my last recourse!” Leikny screams, and to my surprise, the entire assembly grinds to a halt. No more shouts or merriment. The Council members stand stock still as they stare at Leikny with a mix of horror and fascination normally reserved for gruesome accidents.

“What?” Minttu asks, aghast.

“I am serious. I demand trial by combat! Ariane of the Nirari, I challenge you!”

What?
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I hesitate. Yngvar does not.

“Absolutely out of the question! Have you lost your mind? Erikur, you better talk some sense into your daughter!”

He then proceeds to swear in Dvergur. He and Erikur get into a screaming match, with the rest of the Council complaining in their language as well.

I inspect the rebuked ex-wife. She will not meet my eyes and wears powerful mental protections under her fancy coat, the blurring effects of which I can feel at the edge of my perception. I can still taste her emotions from her rapid breaths and the sweat pearling on her temples, however. Frantic heartbeats and restless movement do not betray fear, but eagerness. She wants it. She wants it very much.

“Well?” she finally asks, shivering with nervous energy.

“You are a schemer and a scoundrel, Leikny. I have no reason to believe that you would not declare our duel at dawn to kill me while I sleep.”

“You call me a schemer, but here you are, a stranger in our clans,” she declaims in a louder voice, one designed for an audience.

“You can stop that nonsense right now, child. We have been buttered by much more eloquent politicians than you. Your theatrics bore us,” Minttu spits.

The rest of the Council backs her with hostile glares and angry mutters. The stern rebuke takes the wind out of Leikny’s sails, but Minttu is not done.

“You have no standing. The rite of combat is intended for those situations in which an objective, evidence-based decision cannot be reached. It is a last resort, an admittance of our failure to discern what is good and what is right. I once watched two parents kill each other for the guardianship of their child. You…defiling this sacred and horrific tradition disgusts me. The Council’s decision was based on an oath-verified statement. Even your unlikely victory would not change that.”

“Our position has always been that Loth was not a suitable king for the illustrious Skoragg clan,” Leikny’s father interrupts. “My daughter wishes to prove that his decision to cast her out was ruinous and self-destructive. She is worthy to be a queen, and she will prove it by taking down the creature in our midst, one who does not deserve to be here.”

“A waste of time, then. Ariane of the something-something has no obligation to answer your puerile challenge,” Rolf notes while pouring schnapps from a pitcher.

I want to kill her.

But she is a sneaky little thing and she clearly expects to trap me.

I turn to her father. The Council is over; I have no need to keep the gloves on, nor do I have to show respect to the likes of these sniveling, cowardly rats.

I release my aura, ensuring its cold depths convey my annoyance, and patiently reorient my seat to face them, in complete silence. I owe Loth my friendship and the Council, my patience. I owe nothing to those two. They are fair game.

Finally, the time has come to make things clear.

“The play is over. You have lost,” I start. “Completely and utterly. The marriage will take place. You will lose your influence over the Skoragg clan, and the enmities your greed created will hound you for the next century. Now at the eleventh hour you’ve come up with a flimsy excuse for a duel, one that I can only assume will be bound by rules that you will undoubtedly twist to their very limits. Because, in the end, you are dishonorable pricks looking for a way out. I refuse.”

A surprised silence fills the room, the bulk of it from the two Isvalir clan members. Perhaps they expected me to be rash?

In fact, I should be. I am surprised by my own reaction. I expected my instincts to push me to answer with arrogance, but they remain silent. Their quiescence, I think, is simply due to the fact that the Isvalir are insignificant gnats in the grand scheme of things. Loth is successful, as was my wish. This challenge is merely the desperate yap of those who do not know when they are defeated. They are too far beneath me to rile my anger. Of course, I cannot let this offense remain unpunished, but I have many other tools in my arsenal to retaliate. I am not some mindless, prideful idiot jumping head-first into an ambush.

Or, at least, I try not to be.

Leikny made the mistake of standing and requesting, while I sit and refuse. I am in a position of power. My aura fills the air. It smothers hers in its frigid embrace.

“You refuse to face me? Are you scared?” she tries again. I chuckle, and she shivers once more.

“Your taunts are worthless. What does a queen care that a beggar curses her name in an alley? If you want to play again, you have to put something on the table. Entertain me, little thing. Make it worth my time.”

Only after I am done do I register that Leikny is centuries older than I am. I have grown used to being the eldest among those who walk under the sun. Only the Dvergur can escape that rule.

Oh, and the most aggravating people on the planet, but they do not count since they are technically from another world.

Leikny turns to her father, and they talk for a little while. Minttu and Yngvar also form a huddle with another few elders, possibly discussing a common resolution. I seem to remember that they can veto the duel if they reach a consensus. I look at Ragnar, sitting with an air of utter arrogance, and know that they will fail. He will make sure of it.

Leikny’s proposal comes a few moments later. Her voice drips with fear behind a haughty facade.

“We will meet in glorious combat within the Ancestors’ Stellar Dome at six in the evening, which I believe will be late enough for you to catch your beauty sleep? Any weapons and magical devices are allowed, save for heavy explosives.”

Aha! All magical devices…

“Should you win, the Isvalir will transfer ownership of the Ice Palace to the Skoragg clan.”

Collective gasp.

“I believe this is proof enough of our commitment.”

“Indeed. I shall first reconvene with my friends, as this concerns them,” I reply without missing a beat.

I stand up and walk to Loth and Kari, who are still recovering from Leikny’s outrageous offer, and drag them to an isolated corner of the large room.

I learn quite a bit.

“Why are they so desperate?” I ask.

“You can tell?” Loth answers. “The Ice Palace is the seat of their power. Their ancestral home! They must be absolutely confident that they can take you down.”

“No,” I answer, “There is more to it.”

“Indeed,” Kari continues. “They did not hesitate, which means that they consider this a minor concession. Even the most rigged duel has several fail conditions, especially when both sides are intent on winning.”

“But…you are implying that…”

“Yes. The Isvalir have already forfeited the palace,” she finishes.

Loth shakes his head in amazement. He steals a glance at the Isvalir. “I find it hard to believe...”

“Perhaps they made a deal that did not account for your return.”

“Perhaps…Listen, lass, those are all good ideas, but we have no way to confirm them. They could be arrogant and absolutely certain of their victory.”

“Not that old snake Erikur. He has ice in his veins,” Kari interrupts.

“Fine! We should still refuse. No matter the cause, ye do not want to fight a rat backed into a corner if ye can avoid it.”

“Oh, but I do want to fight her.”

“What?”

Both of my friends look on, nonplussed.

“I want to find out why they want to kill me. And I know how they intend to do it.”

“How, then?” Kari asks.

“I can shield against fire, and I am not the only Master capable of that. My use of magic is no secret. Therefore, there is only one surefire way to kill me, and that would be…”

“Sunlight. Of course. But to recreate sunlight is an impossible feat...” Kari says.

“I saw it done once, through a golem.”

“It can be done,” Loth confirms, “although it is both incredibly difficult and prohibitively expensive. You need an amberstone for that, which will be destroyed in the process. Do you believe that this is the case?”

“Most likely. What matters is that they really want me dead, and I would like to find out why. The main question would be, is there gear that can stop sunlight? I am asking you, Loth, as one of the world’s greatest smiths. If you do not know, then I will decline.”

“Do they have any way to kill you besides sunlight?”

“One-on-one, on open ground and where I have access to all my equipment? It would take another vampire. Or an incredible archmage, which Leikny is not.”

I would feel it in her aura.

“There is something, aye,” Loth immediately replies. “Something I have considered for a long time. A mirror armor.”

“A mirror?” I ask with some doubt.

“Yes. You see, vampires have been defeated before by using mirrors to redirect sunlight deep into their lairs. Ergo, mirrors reflect sunlight. I believe that a shield made out of a mirror will efficiently disperse the light. Just have to make sure it’s not too big.”

“How likely is it to work?”

“It will work. We just have to make sure that the thing is thick enough to count as, well, a shield. Your sensitivity to the light is a capricious thing. This rule works in a strange fashion.”

“How valuable is the Ice Palace anyway?”

“Very, very, very valuable,” Loth grumbles, eyes filled with visions of gold.

“Extremely valuable,” Kari adds. “It sits at the top of precious deposits of magically-charged materials, and the glacier around it has taken on interesting properties over the centuries. Even if we displace the Isvalir clan as part of a war, the Council could decide to step in to have its treasures shared communally by our race. Through this challenge, the Skoragg clan would become its sole owner peacefully and irrevocably. It would…by Tyr.”

“It would make us the richest clan in the world.”

“Wait, what?” I interrupt. “That easily?”

“You do not understand the ramifications of adding such a treasure trove to our existing wealth,” Kari says excitedly.

It comforts me that she considers herself a member of the Skoragg clan.

“We would be able to develop that much faster. Ariane, I know you are taking a risk, and so I will tell you now. Loth has been floating ideas concerning our future plans for the clan and our race in general. If you get us that prize, I will wholeheartedly support his plan.”

I turn to Loth, who blushes. I shall never grow tired of the centuries-old, bearded, muscle-bound colossus acting all bashful.

“Aye, see, we want to leverage our expertise to build a manufacturing empire. We cannot innovate like the mortals do, but we are good at improving on pre-existing concepts. We want to open a Dvergur-led factory in the new world, to get access to more patents and rare talents.”

“If you give us this boon, we will give you an exclusivity contract. We will settle in your lands and pay tribute, for protection. Your land only. For a hundred years,” Kari babbles. She has entered my personal space, and though I do not mind too much, I have a few reservations.

The first is that we have not won the duel yet. In fact, I have not yet accepted it.

And second, what am I, a supernatural collector? I have pet mages, pet werewolves, a pet vampire in the sense that Melusine is a sort of cat, and now pet Dvergur? I should have settled a territory by the ocean so I could have better access to my pet fishmen. I could build a small city with a sign that says: Ariane’s collection of wondrous creatures, where the food is you! No, seriously.

“Seven point five percent of our income after tax,” Kari says.

By the Watcher, count me in.

“Eight. I abhor decimals.”

“Fine!”

Kari looks away and smiles, eyes lost in balance sheets and cash flows. I turn and take a peek at the Isvalir.

They smile ever so slightly, studiously ignoring us.

They’ve got us and they know it. To lure me, they dangled a prize that could not be ignored, even by one who knows that there is a trap.

“Very well. I will accept their conditions, but we need to check the dueling grounds beforehand for surprises. We also need to dig into why they are so set on killing me.”

Kari crosses her arms as she considers the situation.

“I would not be too worried about the Stellar Dome. They would not dare tamper with it too outrageously, as it is a sacred site to our people. A long time ago, the clans cooperated to construct an observatory to map the stars. It has not been used in a long while, at least not as it was originally intended. Nowadays, it serves as a theater or as an arena, depending on the situation.”

“We will still have a look in case they try anything sneaky. Don’t ye worry, lass; if they’ve booby-trapped the building, Yngvar will have their livers for breakfast.”

“So, I shall agree?”

“Yes, but ask for three weeks so that I have more than enough time to forge your armor.”

“Fair enough.”

I return to the Council and calmly address them. The Isvalir smile and leave first, with the three of us departing soon afterward. Their trick certainly ruined our mood. The Council, however, does not let that affect them too much, and they have beer brought to them in casks. As for us, there is much to plan and scheme.
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A week later

I regret everything.

“It will be fine, lass, I promise.”

“You do not know that. Your confidence is born from nothing but—STEP AWAY FROM THAT LEVER!”

Loth lifts his arm in surrender and returns to the center of his workshop. I clonk away in the heavy plate armor specifically designed for me.

Now, I had considered sunlight to be my bane, one that no amount of finagling could ever hope to contravene. We are creatures of the night. We remain hidden. We cannot enter houses without invitation. In a way, all those limitations prevent us from ever truly taking over the world. No matter how unstoppable the Lord, there will be a time, every day, where he is as helpless as a babe. No matter how defenseless a mortal is, huddling in their house and praying will deflect all but the most determined assaults. I have always accepted the status quo. My sire’s ancient mind has molded his spawn into respecting the ancient laws, and now I am toeing the line of the most undeniable one there is.

I am to step into sunlight.

Well, to be honest, I am to pass an armored gauntlet through the hole of an isolation booth and into a very meager ray of twilight sun. It does not matter. It is…THE SUN. I am to stay away away away AWAY…

“Ariane.”

“WHAT!”

“If you want to give up…”

“No! No, it’s...fine. I am doing it.”

I carefully place my left hand into the booth. The armor is unwieldy despite its marvelous engineering. In normal suits of armor, the articulations are thinner in order to preserve mobility, so that even knights could dance or climb ladders if they were fit enough. Here, we cannot afford the risk. Loth is confident that a one-centimeter-thick plate will do, and so the gauntlet is the first piece we test. If it passes muster, all other components will.

“Ready or not, here we go, lass!”

Clonk.

I breathe hard and fast despite not needing the air. I am just…panicking.

Something happens.

I…cannot feel my hand! By the Watcher, I cannot move it at all. I need to…It will hurt any moment now, an excruciating pain that will rob me of my senses because of THE SUN.

Clonk.

I drag my hand back with mighty strength and find…the gauntlet intact.

Feeling returns to my hand.

It worked. I am not feeling much better.

The armor is so polished that its unblemished surface reflects its surroundings in a warped portrait, making me frown, because…the armor does not reflect me when I am wearing it. It shows an inverted image of the room, and only the room.

I feel deep unease, not just because the armor itself looks like someone with a twisted mind messed up an illusion, but because it skirts the rules in a way that bothers me on a fundamental level. And yet, I am committed now. I wish to succeed. I wish to cheat fate as I know the Isvalir will attempt the same. I just…wish I had not made this decision. It goes against every instinct I have. In fact, I have not fought my instincts this much since I almost turned rogue. I find the entire situation disconcerting.

“I can always shoot the woman from afar, you know?” comes a voice from the side.

Sheridan looks on with worry, one side of his moustache twisted by the repetitive application of nervous fingers.

“No! The fight will happen,” I reply.

Nobody answers. I suppose that they want to leave me an exit door. As if I could cut and run now, after publicly accepting the challenge. I can only twist my own nature so far without it snapping back with indomitable revenge. Teasing the limits of my body is one thing. Running with my tail between my legs after a confrontation is another one entirely.

“Alright, lass, I will finish adjusting the armor and we can conduct a few more tests, just in case. They cannot use amberstone rays for more than a few seconds in any case, so your suffering will be short.”

“Yes,” I reply bitterly, “One way or another…”

“Stop whining.”

I almost reply that he should go and stand under the radiance of the purifying orb, but he does it all the time and only gets a light tan. Unfair! Scandalously unfair.

“Alright, we will test the entire suit at once. Give me an hour or so to check that everything works, then we’ll get it over with. Please do tell me if you experience a burning sensation.”

“I am not one of your lady friends!” I spit.

Sheridan coughs into his elbow, but Loth remains unfazed.

“You can be a bitch when you are stressed.”

“Hsss!”

In the end, I experience no discomfort besides the oppressive promise of my fiery doom ravaging my psyche until I am a paralyzed wreck, my mind flooded by a numbing fear of THE SUN, THE SUN!

I consider this a win. Given the circumstances.

I promise to myself here and now that I shall never, ever, ever repeat this process after the duel. I can survive sunlight if protected by armor. Good. I cannot move if the rays touch it. The experiment is conclusive. Now let me ouuuut!
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With the armor ready in a week, I now have free time to pursue another project: learning why the Isvalir are so hell-bent on taking me out. I turn to Kari for this, as she is the one in charge of the spy network.

“The rats are abandoning ship,” she informs me as we take a late afternoon tea together.

“Meaning?”

“The Isvalir are leaving their Nordic strongholds. Some are taking ships owned by an interest group that we cannot identify. And no, before you ask, they are not Rosenthal ships. They belong to a third party. I hired human investigators to dig deeper. Unfortunately, they were disposed of while checking ship records back in Stockholm.”

“Gone without a trace?”

“Yes, and nobody remembers a thing.”

“That…sounds like vampire work.”

“It certainly does…” Kari grumbles into her cup with a glance that says ‘you would know’. Well, yes, I would. I personally send a ‘cease and desist’ letter to the perpetrator’s personal address as a final message, usually. I know that some of my kin prefer to remain mysterious all the way through.

“So the clan has made agreements with shadowy partners and my life is the price?”

“I suspect that the cost might be higher. The Ice Palace is being emptied as we speak, its ancestral treasures transferred to unknown destinations. They never planned on staying, and rightly so. The Skoragg clan as a whole is coming to terms with how much they abused our trust. Our retaliation would have crushed them. In any case, your demise was very likely commandeered by whoever now helps them in their exile. I have no way of learning the identity of your mysterious enemy in the short time we have available, not without sacrificing a number of irreplaceable assets. If you insist…”

“No need. I know exactly how I will find out.”

My confidence surprises the Dvergur princess.

“How can you be so sure?”

“I will extract it from Leikny’s addled mind as I eat her.”

My ghastly smile forces her to shiver.

“Sometimes you act so human that I forget what you are…and then your words remind me of the truth.”

Yes, that would be our entire identity.

“I have an inkling as to whom it might be. I suppose that we will find out soon enough. Better to make sure that we have covered all our angles,” I continue.
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I return to Loth for some minor adjustments, and we soon realize a major problem as I try combat maneuvers.

I cannot use my focus.

If I try to use my gauntlet outside the protection of the armor, my hand will roast at the first sign of sunlight. In the end, Loth manages to engrave a few symbols on the interior of the gauntlet so that I can at least cast shield. This oversight worries me, and I decide to forgo holsters entirely, which only leaves me with a mirror sword that Loth forges at the last minute, just in case. It should not matter too much, as the ray may only last for a few seconds.

Now, with all tests complete, I can confidently say that I am ready. The armor is reinforced so that even a few light shocks will not damage it. The sword is sharp and deadly. I can stop fire. I can stop sunlight. I can, in theory, block explosives, although I doubt that a squishy mortal would resort to that. I am well-trained and significantly stronger than Leikny. All the angles are covered. And so, with time running out, we leave the Skoragg compound.

The Stellar Dome of the ancestors lies deeper into the vast mountain range of the Scandes. We depart in a caravan to climb our way to the sacred site.

With summer in full swing, nature is out to play. Fields of lush grass and seeding plants alternate with patches of forest, with the white and blue peaks covered in eternal snow always in the background. They form a wall that stretches to the horizon.

On the second day of travel, we come across a nomad village. I exit my sarcophagus to see rows of knit tents, as well as men and women wearing cylindrical blue hats and fur coats. They part to let me through without a word as I move to find Loth. His aura guides me to the top of the hill where the village is situated. I find my friend in deep conversation with a bearded man wearing a vest with strange metallic ornaments around the collar and down his chest. How quaint!

“Evening, lass. Meet Mister Luobbal. He is the head of this Sámi gathering. He knows the best path to the Stellar Dome.”

“Should you not know the best path to the Stellar Dome?” I retort.

“Don’t embarrass me in front of him, aye? I don’t know every square inch of Dvergur land. The Sámi live in the area, and they know all the right paths. They will guide us.”

“Fine. Hold on, I should be polite.”

I turn to the old man, whose expression has remained glacial during our exchange, and the rest of his group. I asked Kari to teach me a little bit of Swedish. It is now time to put it to good use!

“Ahem, god kväll mina damer och herrar. Mitt namn är Ariane Nirari, vad trevligt att träffas.”

There, I am properly introduced. I stated my name and told them that I was delighted to meet them. Ariane, queen of diplomacy!

The answer, unfortunately, is not to my satisfaction. The old man turns to his friends and scratches his head, before turning back to me.

“Jeg er ikke så god i norsk. Kan du si det en gang til, saktere?”

Loth laughs. I cannot recognize a single word of what the old man just said.

“Sorry, lass, they only speak their own tongue and Norwegian.”

All of this for nothing. Pah!

In the end, I do not mix with them, as they do not seem all that interested in foreigners. I instead spend some time walking around the surrounding forest in an attempt to dispel my worries. I fed on a volunteer just before we left, and I will remain sated for a few days. We are ready. My intuition does not scream of doom, and yet I cannot manage to rid myself of the nagging feeling that I’ve made a mistake.

I am being greedy and overconfident by walking into a trap.

I always promised myself that I would not succumb to overconfidence. I believe that my preparations show that I am not so arrogant as to think myself invincible, and yet I am once again skirting the limits of the natural order. This entire endeavor makes me uneasy. I should not have come. I will not agree to such terms again unless I have no choice.

If I live.

No amount of running allows me to relax, and I retreat before dawn to read.
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The trip to the Stellar Dome lasts another day, and I exit my sarcophagus in the early afternoon of the duel into a decrepit room held together by crumbling mortar. Sheridan waits by the door, which looks like a more recent construction reinforced with basic spells. I am already wearing the gambeson I will use under my armor.

“Ah, you’re up. Loth told me to get you to the Council room where the old geezers are doing their pow-wow. There will be a ceremony, then we fight. I mean, you fight. I watch.”

I stand up and take a few moments to comb my hair. My luggage has been placed in the room, but the armor was not. I follow Sheridan outside and through a dusty alley of aged bricks with no windows. The Stellar Dome compound has not been used in a long time, it seems.

Sheridan wordlessly opens a final door guarded by a pair of armored sentries, and we enter the Dome proper.

My worries fade for a while as I take in the impressive vista before me. The Dome consists of a circular arena surrounded by rows of seats to create an amphitheater. The ceiling is quite high, and it is, I realize, natural. Stalactites hang over us like so many swords of Damocles, while a cupola tops the arena proper. Even from here, I can spot intricate carvings of stars that the passage of time has not yet ruined.

A small assembly has gathered in the middle of the room. They stand in a circle around two rugs covered in gear. I recognize my armor on the right, even now reflecting the viewers on its immaculate surface. On the left is Leikny’s gear, and I admit to being impressed.

Of course, I expected the daughter of the clan head to come clad in layers of ancestral treasures. My anticipation did not do her regalia justice. I can feel their power radiating from here, over the auras of the assembled Dvergur.

I see a conical helmet with a protective visor that will fit her eyes to perfection, a thick breastplate of shimmering metal engraved with countless runes over glittering mail. Light cuisses, greaves, and sabatons complete the custom set. She bears a round shield with a sun symbol on it, one I highly suspect of harboring the amberstone, and a thin, rapier-like sword shining a dull red in the semi-darkness. Yngvar inspects every piece of gear one-by-one to make sure that no forbidden explosives have been hidden in their recess. When he is done, he turns to us.

“Can’t say I approve of this, but you younglings are free to kill each other so long as it doesn’t destroy the future of the clans. So get to it; I have better things to do.”

The rest of the Council grumbles their assent. Loth pulls my gear in my direction, and we put it on piece by piece. On the other side of the room, Leikny does the same.

“We checked the building and the arena. Had the Council run some tests. There’s nothing we can see. No traps or anything.”

“Hmmm.”

“I’ll be staying outside, just in case,” Sheridan adds.

“Why, do you anticipate something?” I ask the experienced lawman.

“Nothing specific. Most charlatans and cheats I’ve handled had something in common though—an accomplice. Better safe than sorry.”

“Fair enough. Just be careful.”

“I am wearing my armor, and I’ll take Skjoll to watch my back, if he’s willing.”

“He will be,” Kari says.

It only takes us a few minutes to get prepared, then Leikny and I both walk down to the arena proper.

This one is different from the one I fought in back in New Orleans. There is no sand to absorb the blood, for starters. Instead, the ground is naked stone marked by hundreds of years of usage and combat. It is quite dusty and smells empty and abandoned. This place has not been used in a long time, years at least.

My intuition flares to indicate imminent danger, enough to put me on guard. I am as ready as I am going to be.

Yngvar steps on a podium overlooking the arena. He intones a few angry words in Dvergur, then says something that even I recognize.

“Fight!”

Leikny is already slamming her shield on the ground and I immediately dodge right and away from the spectators. I run perpendicular to her.

Any time now.

Leikny’s shield shines a radiant orange. I feel my faceplate growing denser as the light intensifies. It will be fully opaque when the light becomes strong enough, temporarily blinding me.

A semi-circular shield dome covers her kneeling form.

I expected…more? My intuition still screams of danger.

Leikny smirks, and I hear a dreadful clank.

From above me.

I dodge back and raise my eyes to see a thin blade of light. Fragments of shattered ice rain from the roof.

Oh.

Oh!

No way.

I back up again as a red gash of late afternoon sun slices the arena in two, mostly in front of me. I am separated from the spectators. It slowly widens into a blinding crescent.

They never planned on bringing amberstone. They planned on subjecting me to the real thing.

The Stellar Dome cupola was originally a functional observatory. It can open.

Fully.

Behind Leikny’s smirking figure, the Council is in full-blown arguments. Ragnar clearly supports this ‘brilliant interpretation of the rules’, while the rest are screaming their heads off. I see Loth running outside, probably to put an end to the shenanigans, while Kari adds her voice to the quarrel. They will be too late.

The shield is probably quite strong. I have to try to break it. Part of me pushes me to action. The other part is the source of my hesitation.

The sun.

The fucking sun.

THE SUN THE SUN THE SUN

No! No, calm down. Try to attack. I can do it.

I move forward at mortal speed, not quite able to control myself properly. My sword smashes into the shield with little effect. I must put my strength into it, but I cannot. Because of THE SUN! Leikny is still smiling as the crescent turns into an oval that illuminates the spectators. Every passing moment makes the room clearer as more debris fall into the arena. I ignore the argument and the woman in front of me and the sun closing in the sun CLOSING IN.

Hit it, just hit it. Bang bang bang. Break the shield. Break the woman. I can live. I can still live.

Years of practice help me dodge reflexively back as an overheated blade almost shaves off part of the mirror. Leikny is standing now; she walks back into the light. I cannot go there. She is in the light of THE SUN THE SUN THE SUN THE SUN.

No! No, I just need to…perhaps Loth will help. I cannot do anything if I die, and I will die if the mirror is damaged. Sword in front. Light hand on the grip. Light on my feet. Calm.

More light as a full half of the arena is now directly exposed. Leikny is here. She moves forward with the wave. It hurts my mind to look at it. I can no longer see clearly.

The point of her sword shines red and something shoots towards me. I drop to the ground and roll on my side to avoid a superheated missile. Magic. I stand back up. Roll and dodge in the other direction.

I cannot see.

I cannot see the light.

Everything is dark now with my visor fully blocking the view. There is just me and my panicked breath because I breathe when I am scared, and one thumb of flimsy material between me and fiery death.

Close eyes. They are useless.

Magic in front, flaring. I roll to the side again. Footsteps getting closer. No real sun on me yet. Indirect rays only. Ignore it. Ignore what is outside. There is only me, and her. Sword up.

I hear a whistling sound and swipe a broad arc. I miss. I swipe again and deflect something that hisses and sputters. My sword makes an unpleasant sound. I back up slowly, stumble a bit. The armor is getting warmer. Ignore it. I deflect another attack. I can taste the magic in the woman’s gear right in front of me. I can just barely deflect the hits, but now her target changes. She attacks my mirror sword. She strikes it again and again, but every time I manage to place it back in guard position so that it does not cut through the armor to expose my flesh to it, the thing coming closer with every moment. It carries death. It is here. It is the sun! THE SUN THE SUN THE SUN THE SUN.

Sword breaks. I clamber back. I hit the wall. I am trapped. Almost here, the SUN THE SUN THE SUN THE SUN.

THE

SUN

Bang!

I hear…something? A discharged firearm. The sound of snapping metal. The roof above me shakes and groans. The two half-spheres close like eyelids over us. Darker. Darker. Darker.

A deafening sound.

D

A

R

K

YESSSSSSS.

I swat Leikny’s blade aside with a hand. My intuition sends me a quick vision, overloaded by my urgency.

A Dvergur looks aghast at the snapped chain disappearing into the opening mechanism, now broken. Someone shot it. The aperture is slamming closed.

A vice-like grip on his shoulder. A voice in his ear speaking through gritted teeth.

“You done fucked up now,” it whispers in a Texan drawl.

I drop my molten, shattered blade to lean into Leikny’s next attack, one of Nami’s favorite tricks. I punch her in the chest.

The reflective surface of my armored gauntlet cracks under the power I use. She is sent flying, then crashing down on the ground a bit farther away. The Council is mute.

Slowly, I remove my helmet as Leikny crawls back to her feet. She is no vampire to recover instantly from the most grievous of wounds. She is a warm, fleshy thing, full of spite and secrets. I am going to crack her open.

“That tickled,” I growl.

I have given a rather poor accounting of myself. Reeling. Flailing. A mess, really. I need to imprint upon the locals that I am not TO BE TRIFLED WITH.

“Hssss.”

The Rose appears in my hand just as Leikny manages to stand upright. She casts the shield again. I let her. It shines a bit less now.

I strike and let the teeth on the back of the blade dig into the transparent wall. I could channel the Herald essence. There is no need to use it on such a weakened construct. I pull, and the teeth shred the spell in a bright flash.

The enchantment on top of the round shield flickers. Lekny casts it aside and bellows. Her voice is low and powerful, and she seems to inflate and occupy more space. Her aura blasts out in furious anger and she charges in.

Pointless. I dodge and strike, dodge and strike. Her blade and fist come nowhere near hitting me, while the articulations of her armor are hit again and again.

The first piece of equipment to give up is her right elbow. A thin trail of blood drips on the ground, and I can taste the woman’s essence. Just a sip. An appetizer.

Next to break is her right leg at the back of the knee. She stumbles and falls, her rage spent in pointless movements. I accelerate then. The Rose peels her protections off glyph by glyph.

She stumbles and falls.

I approach, and she launches a last, desperate charge. I grab her raised fist and crush it. I hear a sob. A second later, her helmet is torn off. I bite down.

Today is the most beautiful day of my life! I am to become queen of the Skoragg clan, and through our union, usher both our lines into a new era of prosperity. I will be a great queen, I know it.

Loth does not love me, and he makes no secret of it. Our lovemaking is rare and cold. He refuses to grant me the powers I seek in the name of tradition and autonomy. I want more. I need more. If he will not work with me, then perhaps—

I pull back. I do not care about her story. What I need is too subtle to appear in visions.

“You were compensated for killing me.”

“A promise,” she answers in a broken voice, “Your death in exchange for better conditions. We would have kept more in our exile.”

“Where are you going?”

“South Africa.”

They are going nowhere close to my lair, therefore, I stop caring.

“Who asked for my death?”

“We do not know for sure.”

I increase the pressure on her weakened essence.

“But I suspect. From the names of the ship that came to evacuate us.”

“Tell me.”

“L’amoureux. The Blue Rose. The Saint Louis.”

Something breaks my trance. Her answer is not what I expected. I expected…who? Ah, yes, a certain Dvor Lady. Instead, I get Mask.

Someone in Mask wants to kill me.

Hmm.

Later. This is a thing for the calm and refined me to consider. Now, to finish this on a high note.

I ignore the cries and pleas of my audience. I believe someone is begging me to spare his daughter? It does not matter. The game was strange and unpleasant, but the conclusion is all the more worthwhile.

Leikny tastes of mountains, ice, and betrayal. She blooms with the sweet aroma of despair as she dies.

Delicious. Loth always did have good taste in women.

I stand up and discard the body, then walk confidently out of the amphitheater. Sheridan is here. He is armed to the teeth.

“I know that you saved me. Thank you.”

“Any time, Ari, any time.”

The fear of the sun and my predatory response to Leikny finally fade from my mind, and I have only one thought.

I am going to get a Dvergur weapon factory on my land.

This is going to be great.


122: Disheartening Moments 

I’d hoped that we could bring this incident to a close and use the opportunity to rush to the Ice Palace and take ownership of it. I was dead wrong.

The observatory was never meant to open fully. In fact, the mechanism had been disabled and laid covered in ice until the day of the duel, or so Yngvar and Loth had thought. The extent of the Ysvalir tampering gives the Council a collective apoplexy, especially from the rigid Ragnar who had supported their clan until now. Such a violation is apparently unthinkable. So we have some excuses for approaching the entire problem with such incompetence, apparently.

The old coots’ collective ire falls on a grieving Erikur, who is still reeling from the loss of his daughter. He was the most vocal in trying to get me to offer mercy. He could have given me the moon on a silver platter, and it would not have mattered. I have brought this hunt to a satisfactory conclusion. I would have it no other way.

Erikur kills himself in his cell a day later.

With this, the Council’s wrath peters out, and cold tension takes its place. I care not, although I can tell that this entire fiasco weighs on the mind of my Dvergur friends. One would think that the deaths of their enemies and the acquisition of a massive prize would soothe their feelings, but alas, the whole disaster leaves a bitter taste on their tongues. I do not understand why they feel depressed, nor do I have to. It is enough for me to know that they are and respect their pain.

We eventually make our way back to the Skoragg compound. Loth insists on leaving for the Ice Palace as soon as possible. His initiative is firmly denied by both Kari and Skjoll. The dedicated bodyguard reminds Loth that his new acquisition could be trapped, and that he has a responsibility to preserve his life as the sovereign. Skoragg scouts later find the stronghold abandoned, though not sabotaged.

I use this opportunity to pursue a few more projects with Loth. First, I am offered the mirror armor, which I accept. I do need the reminder of how reckless I was to accept a daytime duel in a place I could not personally check. My greed got the better of me. I will remember this lesson for the rest of my life.

Second, the pair of us forge a new gun using the technology I brought from the United States, with a twist.

“Ye think of firearms as a mortal weapon that’s just for flexibility, not something ye would use in real combat.”

“I would use them on a vampire.”

“But ye don’t believe it would take one down. Ye need ta think bigger. You are not restrained by the limits of mortal bodies.”

And so we end up making an absolute beast of a revolver, with a rotating cylinder and a massive barrel with an enchantment-laden counterweight. It fires a custom caliber bullet the size of my thumb. With this behemoth, I should have no trouble killing werewolves at any range. I could blow a hole through a fortress gate.

The acquisition of such a marvel of engineering leads to an obvious consequence.

I ask for another gun.

I express a desire for something more subtle for covert work and we end up with a gun that doesn’t look like it belongs in the same family as my revolver: a tiny one with a pearl handle that could fit in a handbag. I collect both with giddy anticipation.

Finally, we move on to our next project, the most promising one yet.

Metis has always been by my side in the thick of battle, and while she is resistant to mundane damage, bullets can still hurt her—as the battle with the Order of Gabriel demonstrated. We must give the old girl armor worthy of her talent.

The issues are two-fold.

First, we need to create a piece that can reliably stop bullets.

Two, she must be willing to wear it.

And here lies the crux of the matter. While the haughty Nightmare tolerates a light harness with relative grace, carrying hundreds of pounds of enchanted metal is simply out of the question, at least on a regular basis. I need not wait for her inevitable rejection to understand that. Restraints of any sorts simply go against her nature.

If we want a practical set, we must juggle functionality and tolerability. In order to guarantee success, her input is required.

I have negotiated with soldiers, merchants, mayors, and whores. I have made deals with mages, half-naked werewolves, fully-naked werewolves, and grumpy Dvergurs. I have held meetings with vampires to decide the fate of hundreds of souls. And now, finally, at the zenith of my diplomatic career, I must contend with my greatest challenge yet.

I must negotiate with my horse.

“How about this one?”

“Nay!”

I might be interpreting her neigh a bit here. We stand in the Skoragg fortress gardens as I submit one design after another to the grumpy flesh-eater. Even the materials are problematic. Simply put, they need to match her nature as an otherworldly creature of the forest. In the end, Loth just gives her every piece of exotic material in the Skoragg vaults to sniff one at a time. Just as we are about to give up, Metis’s ears perk up at the sight of a very peculiar piece of black leather. I take the dark fabric from Loth’s hands and run my fingers over it. Smooth and scaly.

My friend smiles.

“I should have guessed that she would love that one.”

“What is it?”

“The skin of the alligator we slew for the Choctaw. Our first hunt together.”

“What? I thought it had been destroyed with your house.”

“No, I decided to keep it when we evacuated, and it looks like I was right to do it. This will offer good protection and camouflage with the correct enchantments. Besides, it’s meaningful to you: a trophy from your first successful takedown of a magical beast.”

Successful takedown? The alligator caught me off-guard and almost tore my arm off. Loth killed the beast before it could eat me. I was merely bait.

“Your contribution was important, even if you did not land the killing blow.”

“I am over it, Loth, do not concern yourself with my feelings.”

“Or your self-esteem.”

“Or my self-esteem. Everything is fine. I am fine.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Moving on! Leather. Can it really stop bullets?”

“When I am done with it, it will. You will also find that your illusion spells extend to Metis more easily. Now, to find a proper design. Try to gauge how she would feel about adding a spike on her forehead. She could look like a unicorn!”

Metis’s answer is swift and unambiguous.

“Thankfully,” I remark, “we are already in the garden, so it is just more fertilizer.”
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Loth and I finish the armor in a week before focusing on his repeater gun. We take much more time on that one, and I start to suspect that Loth considers it a passion project to distract him from his many duties rather than something practical he really wants to finish. We spend another few weeks together, but soon September comes, and with it, Kari’s ultimatum. Loth is late on many of his other projects and needs to up his game. I, too, have postponed my duties for too long.

My inquiries about Mask have not led to anything, especially from the Rosenthal who warned me against engaging in dangerous activities so far away from my support structures. I agree with their assessment. My decision made, I pack my belongings, including the tiny revolver, which I have named the Accessory, and the huge one, which I have dubbed the Big Iron after a suggestion from Sheridan.

Time to head home.

We soon ride back to Stockholm, then from there take a ship to Copenhagen where the vampire train network is active. I find passage aboard a transport leaving from Le Havre a few days later, and we resume our travels.

I meet a few Erenwald and Roland vampires during my trip through the German states. Unfortunately, I learn very little, as they gang up on me to ask questions about the New World and its many opportunities. While they remain polite, I can feel a certain distance between us that indicates that my traveling companions have little interest in getting to know me better. I do not know whether it is due to my image as a provincial frontierswoman, my sire, or the inevitability of conflict.

The train puffs its way through sleepy hamlets and larger ones, but never stops long enough for me to visit. It appears that it is merely a means of transportation. I would prefer a more leisurely pace, but I also realize that I would be annoyed if I took the train back home only to stop for twelve hours here and there for tourism. Unfortunately, staying in any place for longer than necessary would garner the attention of the sort of people I would prefer to avoid.

The first real setback of my European trip (if I do not count the unexpected battle with a Lord) occurs in the Lille train station in northern France, where we stop for an hour. Delighted by the building and its august skylight supported by a complex structure of wrought iron, I make the mistake of ordering a cafe.

In French.

“Pfffft, c’est quoi cet accent?” the plump waitress scoffs with amusement.

“Un probleme, Marceline?” her employer asks from behind a polished counter.

I lean back into the dainty wicker chair and listen to her hasty apology, but the deed is done.

I have an amusing accent.

I…I sound like a pathetic bumpkin in my own mother tongue!

Ugh!

I have never felt so mortified! The realization that I have sounded like a clod to worldly French speakers every time I have opened my mouth sinks my mood to new depths of shame and despair.

Oh, rage! Oh, désespoir! Oh, vieillesse ennemie! N’ai-je donc tant vécu que pour cette infamie!

I should eat the waitress to wipe the memory from her mind. No, no…No! I shall only speak English or German from now on, at least until I can absorb the local intonations. But not here, in Paris, where we will have only a short stay.

Sheridan feels my dismay as we climb back up.

“Something the matter?” he inquires.

“Have you ever had the daunting realization that you have spoken a language all your life, and then you travel and realize that everybody you speak to sees you as a hopeless redneck because of an accent you weren’t even aware you had?” I ask the Texan who grew up in a hacienda in the middle of nowhere.

“Huh?”

“Never mind.”

Our journey continues through the dense fields of the French countryside, now quiescent and bare after the recent harvest. The air is dry and pleasant for now, though I can already smell fall in the air. We are crossing through a colorful little town with dark blue tiled roofs when the train slows down for an unexpected stop. I frown as I look down through the tinted glass of the restaurant wagon, where I had settled with a book and a cup. My eyes confirm what my aura detected: we are being hailed by a group of vampires. Six, if I count correctly. At least two of them are Masters.

“Stay here,” I order Sheridan.

I stand up, before realizing that all my weapons are in the usual secured locker. In fact, with the addition of my two new revolvers, Sheridan and I alone occupy more than two-thirds of the total available space. It matters little, as I still have my most powerful asset. No one will ever be able to strip it from me.

I stop in the next carriage as the conductor, a tiny Roland woman with short auburn hair, runs to me. Although she betrays no signs of nervousness, I can feel the tremor in her aura.

“Yes?”

“Forgive me, Ariane of the Nirari. Those gentlemen outside would like to speak to you. I have no authority to refuse them, but I must insist that this is quite irregular and that I will be sure to forward a complaint!”

And a fat lot of good it will do the both of us. Well, there’s nothing for it. I rush to my bedroom to retrieve my official documentation, then walk down onto a deserted platform. The six unknown vampires gather around me in a half-circle that is decidedly hostile. I tilt my head in wonder and adopt a defensive stance.

These are Roland fighters. The four Courtiers are non-entities if this turns into a fight, but the two Masters are unknowns. They wear black coats over dark suits, white shirts, and red ties. There are only minor variations between each. Their bowler hats, however, are all identical. I feel like I am being robbed by a mob of pretentious ragamuffins.

“Are you Ariane of the Nirari?” the head lout asks with a valiant attempt at conceited arrogance, though I can taste the apprehension underneath. He wears a brown moustache and a scowl.

“Yes.”

I do not demand answers when I know that my requests will be ignored. Let them make the first mistake. Let them dig their own graves. My transit was approved by both Mask and Eneru representatives long before I set foot on the continent. To aggress me now is to create a serious diplomatic incident.

“We were warned of possible illegal entry. Please provide your proof of passage.”

I do not react to their daring, ARROGANT demands. They are legally allowed to do what they are doing, for now, even though the most naive of fledglings could see where this is going. I must be patient. I must let them back themselves into a corner. And so I calmly hand them my passport, now heavy with stamps and notes.

The leader makes a token effort to consult the hallowed document. A vampire passport is a magical object, making tampering not just incredibly difficult, but also incredibly illegal, and therefore, dangerous.

“I do not see an authorization to enter Mask territory.”

“Then look harder,” I helpfully suggest.

“I do not believe that…”

I move and, with an explosive gesture, retrieve what is mine. I open it to the right page as they grab weapons from pockets and sheaths. I am now faced with three shortswords, a gauntlet and dagger combo, and two maces. How quaint.

“Here,” I interrupt with calm, “on this page. ‘Passage approved by the Boston embassy, valid until eighteen fifty-one’. Yes?”

The leader takes back the document with deliberate slowness.

“This page here?”

I do not answer.

He rips it out. “I do not see the page you refer to.”

Big mistake.

“I think you should come with us, just to clarify the situation,” he tells me with a smirk.

I think not. “I have little reason to comply with someone who just violated the European Accords.”

“You refuse to comply?” he says, quite pleased with himself.

FOOLISH CUR.

I let the aura of my anger explode outward as I materialize Rose. They think they have me? They think THEY ARE SMART? If they were smart, they would have brought more goons. They should not have forgotten what I am, and what I can do.

My first strike severs their leader from shoulder to heart. I do not finish him off, however, and instead strike the nearby Courtier in the chest with a single finger. His face spasms, and he starts to collapse. I have already moved on.

I lunge towards the other Master and the Rose’s blade extends, penetrating his heart through his hasty guard. The next two fledglings fall in moments. I make sure not to damage their hearts too much. A mere puncture is all it takes for dark, essence-rich blood to spill on the ground.

Only the mage is left, and I duck behind the falling forms of his comrades to avoid the building spell. Alas, at the last moment, I realize my mistake.

A red flare explodes hundreds of yards into the air, basking us in its scarlet radiance. The magical call that emerges from it dwarfs even the most powerful of beacon spells. Only Semiramis’s summoning came close in terms of sheer power.

Ah…

“Now, everyone knows you are here,” the pathetic Courtier informs me with triumph in his gaze.

AMUSING.

I grab him by his throat and bring him close to my face, so that only a few fingers separate us. Bones creak under my unyielding grasp.

“Tell me, little one, do you feel victorious?”

“P-please…I had to!”

Tsk! I wish I could kill all of them, but that would be going too far. The moment I slaughter an entire group, I pass the point of no return in a land filled with short-fused warlords and ladies, and so I must content myself with the tiny prize that the Rose fetched for me.

A broken spine and recovered passport later, I move back up to the train. The conductor stares at me with obvious horror.

“Milady…Forgive me, the protocols are clear…In the event of an attack...”

“Silence. Just lead me to the weapons locker. I am cutting this trip short.”

“Oh. I can do that!”

We run back to the front, where I come across Sheridan.

“Here, take this,” I tell him as I hand over my passport and its ripped page. “Keep it safe, as I may need it depending how things go.”

“You need covering fire?”

“Not this time, my friend. Stay with the train, and make sure that the luggage reaches the ship. And keep the passport close. It will clear me of wrongdoing if I do get caught. I shall meet you on the embankments.”

“Understood. Don’t you die on me.”

“I do not plan to. I must go.”

“Hey, give 'em hell.”

I nod, but I sincerely hope that it does not come to that. I do not wish to start a war.

As soon as the locker is unlocked, I ditch my dress to reveal the smallclothes underneath, to the obvious appreciation of the conductor. I decide to take everything but the rifle, as it is too unwieldy. I end up with my armor, mask, throwing knives, spare dagger, the Big Iron, and a spare revolver, all loaded with silver bullets. And my gauntlet, of course.

“Thank you for your company, and I am sorry that we were disturbed,” I tell the petite woman.

“Oh, think nothing of it. Not your fault! I will be sure to express my stern condemnation of their careless actions. To hijack a train! Why, they will certainly be heavily punished. So, ah, take care of yourself and stay alive. Perhaps we can meet again later in Paris? I know this place…”

“This all sounds very tempting, but right now…”

“Oh, right. Off you go then, and please be careful not to get killed!”

“I promise to do my very best. Make sure to recover the wounded and place them in a secured spot. I did not spare their worthless hides for the sun to finish them off.”

“Naturally. I shall have to remember to delouse the carpets...”

I jump out onto the platform after a last farewell, then onto a nearby roof. After that, I sprint out of the village and into the nearby woods.

So.

That happened.

I suppose that my unknown enemies in Mask have made their move. It just feels so incredibly brazen. Not only are they creating a diplomatic incident, but it will certainly split their own ranks. Mask and Eneru are more groups of interests than a firm alliance united in purpose. Except for wars or exceptional ‘cas de force majeure’, their members have no obligation to act on each other’s behalf. I am not important enough for Mask to go to the trouble of uniting their confederates against me—at least not yet. The only explanation I can think of is that someone committed a blunder, as there was little incentive to act in such a heavy-handed fashion.

Now, for my options.

I could try to run to Le Havre, but I sincerely doubt that I will make it. That flare the goons sent up means that they prepared something in the eventuality of their failure. I will face heavy opposition. More than I can handle, certainly.

No, the best I can hope for is to be taken into custody by someone who is not part of the ploy to arrest me in the first place, and they are bound to come and see what is happening if I resist long enough.

I think that this is the most likely outcome. I will have to strike a delicate balance between defense and mercy. Ugh, this is a game with stupid rules. I hate politics, but I hate dying even more.

Twenty minutes later, I emerge from the forest at full speed, only to feel a spell ping against my aura. I am even now wearing Nashoba’s earrings, but the enemy construct is not a proper tracker. It’s…something different. It expands in a wave and returns the presence of anything with an aura. Truly, they are well-prepared. My time is short, and I realize my blunder

I have spent so much time developing spells and techniques to find people that I have neglected countermeasures against being found. I know what I shall focus on next. That is fine. I did not expect to escape without fighting anyway.

I run across an empty field and past an ancient stone house with a baying dog. The next forest is thick and old, with roots popping out of the packed earth like ancient bones out of a ruined grave. I weave my way between bulbous trunks and gnarly branches, barely slowing down.

Something is coming.

“Nu Sharran.”

A thin layer of darkness spreads from the gauntlet to cover the entire area, more fog than impenetrable wall this time. I am improvising. It seems to be working.

“Damnation. We lost the quarry,” a voice whispers to my front and right. Other tracking spells fuse from behind me and far to the left. Multiple search parties? So soon?

Time to learn more. I rush to my assailants. The other groups will soon converge on the cloud anyway, so I might as well attempt some defeat in detail.

“Did you feel that?” the same voice asks.

I jump up a trunk and then from one tree to another like the planet’s most elegant chimpanzee. Predators always forget to look up.

I stare down.

Three Masters stand back-to-back, covering each other. Unlike their compatriots who accosted me previously, they are clearly decked out for war in light armor and powerful heart protectors. They carry an assortment of weapons and, surprisingly, nets. One of them holds a shiny golden globe with a single ruby jumping on its surface. It looks like a powerful tracking device. I kind of want it.

“Nu Sarrehin,” I whisper, and a suspicious radiance pulses below me, near the ground.

All three foes react on instinct, brandishing weapons at the distraction.

The fastest one immediately realizes that it is a trap and turns around with a sweeping motion. Unfortunately for him, I come from above.

“Hello, boys.”

I stab the slowest fighter in the clavicle, through the thinner armor covering the shoulder, all the way through to his heart. Hahaha, YES! I dodge a counter strike by bouncing off the falling body and launch a knife, which my opponent deflects by twisting to the side. They are already attacking as I touch the ground. The left one drops his device and takes up a sword and dagger, looking like a musketeer with his curly brown hair and sharp face, while the other brandishes a short spear. That one is weirdly plump, with a frizzy dark beard.

I lunge but do not manage to extend my Rose, as the swordmaster smartly locks it in place with his two weapons. The bearded man takes a step to the side and attempts to stab me. I disengage by using a lot of strength and pulling with the shredding part of my soul weapon. The ghastly grinding sound surprises the first man, who stumbles forward. I punch him in the face as he is now very close, and his companion drives me back with a flurry of blows before I can capitalize on it. They resume their attack.

I angle myself to place the swordsman in front of the spear-wielder and am surprised when the first simply goes low to allow the second to strike above him. They really fight well together.

“Cedric, I don’t think that she is a rogue,” the fat man remarks as he reels from one of my strikes.

“Why don’t you ask her nicely?” the first one retorts.

I smile as I back up against a trunk. Their eyes widen with the typical ‘gotcha’ expression that I myself usually convey before a last strike. Their exultation is a bit hasty, however.

I press two feet against the solid base of the trunk and barrel forward with an extended overhead strike.

The Rose cracks as the tip of the blade whips forward and down. The swordsman collapses with half of his head split in two while the fat man falls to his knees, yelling in pain. Their essence is rich and the fight makes it all the tastier. It is unfortunate that I cannot Devour them. Perhaps the Mask would tolerate A DEATH OR TWO— No! No. I shall stick to the plan.

“I am not rogue, thank you for asking,” I inform the fat man pleasantly.

“Wonderful,” he replies, eyes fixed on his companion. He returns his gaze to me after realizing that I will not kill him.

“Kill or capture?” I ask.

“What? Oh, disable. Standard procedure. Don’t suppose I can convince you to surrender?”

“I took out the train station group because they illegally destroyed my travel documents. Would your group guarantee my safety?”

“Can’t talk about safety, but it would be better for you to allow yourself to be neutralized. We don’t know about any document thing. We just track wayward souls. Just let me spike your heart with a thin shard. It’ll only be unpleasant for a bit, and it’s better I do it—and you don’t want to wait until the cavalry arrives. They do not ask.”

“I would rather talk to someone in charge, like civilized beings. Can it not be done?”

“Sure, lady, after you are taken into custody. We are not to negotiate beforehand. Reputation and everything.”

“That is unfortunate…for you,” I hiss. I am not just letting someone put me in chains AGAIN. NEVER AGAIN. NOT THIS.

I resist the temptation to disembowel the bearded man. I must stick to the plan and KILL THEM ALL. No! Just…disable and force them to…I do not know. Negotiate? Yes, negotiate. I am not GETTING BOUND, FINGERS CUT. NEVER AGAIN. RUN. RUN!

“You should…make sure that your teammates are brought to safety…”

“Ahem, yes, thank you. I, Baltasar, owe you one.”

“Hsss.”

I run, now feeling a distinct pull on my essence. My pursuers know where I am. I have to keep moving or I will be corralled.

My instincts rise to the surface with frightening speed at the thought of captivity, and yet they feel more fluid than usual. They lack their previous indomitability. As if the experience of briefly going rogue shields me from succumbing again.

More forest to hide me. I avoid the empty fields. I see a small rise in the distance with the gutted remnant of a stone fort atop it, but do not go there. Visible. Useless. More fields, which I cannot avoid now. Pine trees. Danger.

Intuition makes me dodge left as a dark arrow digs in, then through, a nearby trunk in a hail of splinters. A woman with a bow, in metal armor. Five other Masters with a variety of weapons. Keep running.

I dodge again as another arrow drills through every obstacle before smashing into the ground in a shower of dust. The woman swears behind me, and I slow down to allow the fastest pursuers to catch up.

And then I turn around, dodge under a thrown net which shimmers with enchantments as I avoid it by a hair, and stab forward. The lithe fighter was not expecting that. He parries with a foil, but my strength cannot be denied and I mash him against a nearby tree, which cracks under the strain. An elbow to the face and my spare knife in his chest, pushed in with Natalis essence. One down, many to go.

A halberd smacks me in the shoulder. I roll with the blow and allow the armor to absorb the impact of the heavy enchanted weapon. I kick a heavyset man with an axe as he appears from behind a ravine. A spear and halberd strike together.

WORTHY PREY.

“Flay.”

The spell strikes a tall woman in the arm at point blank range. She screams and drops her spear as the skin of her arm peels off, leaving behind gray, desiccated flesh. She tastes nice. I repulse the halberd wielder with a sweep, then catch him by surprise with a return strike. The Rose curves nicely around his guard to dig into his extended leg. A twist of the toothy side, and the limb is lopped off. Black blood on the ground.

“TRY HARDER.”

I reverse course and rush back. The archer is here with two companions.

“Nu Sharran.”

Darkness spreads over the forest once more. A projectile zips over my head. Good try. My turn.

I take out the Big Iron from its holster on my back and level it at the archer.

“Purge,” an older-looking gentleman whispers. The illusion dissipates. My PREY sees the gun and crosses her arm over head and chest.

I shoot her in the gut.

The poor girl screams when half of her abdomen flies out of her back. Gonna need better armor, dearie. UNPREPARED. ARROGANT. I should punish them for daring to stand against me.

The need to kill has faded somewhat. I am no longer here to destroy, but to teach them a painful lesson.

The next bullet pierces a quickly-erected shield spell, but the mage manages to deflect the shot so that it barely grazes his torso. The last man has a physical shield, and he uses it to stop the next two shots. Powerful enchantments on that one. Heavy, too.

I bend forward to avoid a sweeping blow from the axe wielder coming from behind and slice his foot off. The Rose bounces back. Heavily-armored. Still left a bleeding furrow.

“Fuck!” the man swears. He tries to stop my parting blow. Rose’s serrated edge grinds back as I dodge a hastily-thrown spell. The axe falls from the man’s arms.

“Ya!”

I dig both feet into the ground and sweep the Rose out at maximum extension. It whistles through the air and pushes all three combatants to the ground, even digging into the shield.

Time to try something fun! I jump and pull on the Rose, flying towards the tip instead of pulling it back. I stab one of my throwing daggers in the axeman’s eyes as I sail over him. I land with both feet on the unbalanced shield-wielder.

“Shred.”

The mage grips his exploding gauntlet. I dodge back to avoid a sword thrust. My counter blow places the Rose’s edge into the attacker’s head. He falls to the ground, and his shield crashes on a stone with a deafening clang. I strike the mage through the heart.

Intuition screams.

I barely block the axeman as he tries, once again, to cut my head off. The attack still pierces through Loth’s armor and I feel pain for the first time tonight.

STRONG OPPONENT. GOOD ESSENCE.

The knife did not go deep enough. I also do not know of many foes who would get stabbed in the eye, pull it out and then get back into the fight without pause.

To my surprise, my foe takes a few steps back, and the cause becomes immediately obvious. The third group of pursuers is upon us.

“Careful, she uses a whip sword and spells,” the axeman yells, his remaining eye firmly fixed on me.

“Spells? Is she not rogue?” one of the newcomers asks.

“Fuck no.”

“Any chance that you would allow me to explain myself?” I ask, though I already suspect the answer.

“You will explain yourself in custody, as is the law. I assure you that it is almost painless,” a brunette of small stature affirms. She carries a massive two-handed sword on her back.

“How do you know? Have you ever been spiked?” I retort.

Though she does not reply, a blond man covered with knives does so in her stead.

“I have. It was rather unpleasant, and I would not recommend it.”

“Not helping!”

Our deadly dance resumes. I rush back and disable a charging spearman with a shot to the face.

“You forgot about the enchanted gun? Really?”

“Can’t you use your eyes? She also carries knives by the way, if you need glasses.”

A loss of cohesion, ey? THE SCENT OF BLOOD, THE VISION OF DEFEAT. THEY KNOW.

One down, six to go.

My last two bullets are blocked by a man in heavy armor and the small woman, who literally cuts through the projectile in the air. She smirks. I holster the Big Iron and…take out my spare gun.

“Shit, how many of those does she—”

I sprint back and shoot out the vampires at the edge of the formation. The knife one manages to get away with superficial wounds, but a man in light armor and a pike is hit repeatedly. He stumbles, his wounds not healing.

I aim my last bullet at the frontrunner. He has picked up the shield and charges me with the intent to bash me. He ducks under cover and…I flip the revolver to aim my gauntlet instead.

“Shred.”

Enchantments groan under my attack and finally snap with a dose of Rose fangs. I still have to disengage when the two-handed swordswoman almost cleaves me in two. Her fast attack catches me off-guard and bites deep into my chestplate.

“Hsss.”

That hurt. And her blade is enchanted, so healing will be slow. She deflects my counterstrike with a powerful sweep and returns to formation. I am at risk of being overwhelmed. I keep retreating until we reach another patch of woods. This one is too young to offer much cover, so I merely keep moving until the foliage grow dense enough to play with.

“Don’t let her get away!”

“How is she so strong? Is she not a Master as well?”

“Shut up and keep fighting!”

They work well together. It’s difficult for me to capitalize on my superior power when they do their damnedest to cover each other. That is fine. I can just chip at them until enough break. They are powerful fighters, all of them, and this combat is exciting. YES.

A worthy challenge!

“Nu Sharran.”

“Spell, spell, gather and regroup!”

“Bolt. Bolt bolt bolt.”

I throw blood magic-reinforced spells at weak points using the cover of the darkness spell. Even those who manage to dodge only reveal their comrades’ exposed backs. I have already used more power than two average battle mages, and I still feel far from exhausted. I would have been even more dangerous if I let myself feed as well. It feels…amazing.

“Over here!”

I take out the swordswoman by stabbing her in the gut and skewering her on a trunk, then severing both wood and spine with a furious snap.

“Fuck! She got me…”

“LESS TALKING MORE FIGHTING.”

This is AMUSING. Yes, little things, come and entertain me, so that I may teach you.

“Close formation! Don’t let her pick you off.”

We exit another patch of woodland to yet another open clearing, this one filled with ripening apple trees. The perfumes of fruit and blood mix pleasantly in the early night air. The five fighters still standing stop at the edge of the forest in a loose circle, wary of me. I swipe the Rose so that the extremity cracks in the air. The axeman flinches.

“Enough of this,” a smooth voice says from the side.

Both the enemies and myself turn with more than a bit of surprise as two men emerge from the shadows of the orchard. I did not feel their approach at all.

They are twins, I notice. Roland. I can taste their age and power from their movements alone. Even so, they remain at a respectful distance.

“Lord Andre, Lord Vincent, we apologize for this shameful display…”

The two have very dark curly hair, pencil moustaches, and thin, pointy beards. Their expressions are filled with melancholy, as if the spectacle before them has caused them pain on a fundamental level. They wear vastly different outfits, however, with one of them looking like a shepherd in a simple shirt and white trousers. The other wears a princely blue vest with shiny brass buttons. I see no weapons.

“You have nothing to apologize for. We have seen her move,” the first one answers with a forced smile.

“Yes,” the richer-looking one adds in an identical voice. “Now tell us: have you suffered casualties?”

The other group turns to the axe-wielder, who shakes his head.

“She could have killed. She did not.”

“Then we will hear her out,” the shepherd states.

“But…”

“We. Will. Hear her. Out.”

Silence now reigns over the fertile land. An evening wind caresses my skin and cools the tingling sensation of my flesh knitting itself back together where my defenses faltered. The grass undulates around us. The momentum of the night grinds to a stop as I feel the men’s twinned auras rise from their slumber to anchor us all.

“We know what you are, child. We have faced your brethren before. Tell us why you are here shedding blood in sound mind.”

“I was set up.”

“Elaborate,” the rich one orders.

“My train was stopped and I was asked to climb down for inspection. The man in charge took my passport and tore off the page containing my permit, claiming that I was entering illegally. He tried to take me away.”

“And you refused.”

“I cannot give myself freely to one who would break the law in such brazen fashion. I am here with the approval of the Mask ambassador to the New World and I ran to avoid abduction. It is the truth. On my essence, I so swear.”

The oath takes hold, and all present wait with eager expectation. Fate leaves me unscathed.

Of course, there are ways to circumvent even the most direct of promises. The oath still holds weight, especially when the situation is messy enough that a complex scheme appears unlikely.

“Very well. We will make sure that you are protected and that the perpetrators face the consequences of their actions. Unfortunately…”

“Unfortunately, we must still disable you. It is the law,” the shepherd finishes.

“What? Really?” I sputter.

“All parties will be disabled until justice can be rendered. No exception. Seeing as you already took care of your foes…”

“But…this is ridiculous!”

“A sword of Damocles that hangs over every troublemaker. Now, do you wish to fall as a warrior?”

“I’m not letting you just stab me, if that is what you ask,” I hiss.

“We understand. Then, en guarde.”

Black foils emerge from each of the twins’ hands. The rich one’s is longer and more elaborate, while the shepherd’s is thicker and heavier.

“Magna Arqa!” they declare at the same time. Their eyes flash purple.

Argh! I’m forces to focus on the shepherd, who charges at vertiginous speed. I lunge, but the strike is deflected with minimal movement.

I pull back and let intuition take over.

Left.

Right. I move, and with desperate speed block a sweep that would have gutted me like a fish.

I suddenly feel a great pain.

The rich twin has reappeared. He’d completely disappeared from my perception, and my attention had been entirely swallowed by the other one! Is this their Magna Arqa?

His blade is lodged in my chest.

Oh, this is bullsh—


123: The Undercity 

I wake up expecting the worst, only to be pleasantly surprised. I lie in a comfortable bed, head resting on a plump pillow and one hand placed on my belly. I feel the caress of a silk slip on my skin. Nothing restrains me, chains or otherwise.

Somewhere to my front and left, the susurrus of shuffling paper breaks the silence. Without moving, I slightly open my eyes to take in my surroundings.

I’ve been placed in an extravagant bedroom of good size. Flickering candelabras emit warm, cozy light that reveals some…interesting decor. All the paintings on the walls depict a virginal woman in a white dress resting near a lake. Melancholy seeps into every rendition, even though each work was made by a different artist. Whoever decorated this room placed an emphasis on interpretation rather than on the subject itself.

I notice this in an instant, then turn to the person currently sitting at the edge of my bed. He places a page marker in a small leather-bound book before hiding it in an inner pocket of his dark coat. His gloved hand retrieves a golden pocket watch, which he checks, before turning to me.

“Five-fifteen in the afternoon. Not bad with a damaged heart.”

I take a moment to taste his aura. I have no doubt that he is powerful, yet his presence eludes me. The essence is extremely diffuse, with a vaporous quality that teases me and then disappears just as I grasp it. He wears an impeccable black suit under a dark coat with a brown vest and red tie. With his black hair and beard, he could be threatening, and yet his smile as he talks to me would disarm even the most skittish of maidens. He is more like a handsome, sharp doctor than a dangerous predator. Even the amused glint in his dark brown eyes lacks bite.

“I fear that you have me at a terrible disadvantage, sir,” I observe. He chuckles in answer.

“Indeed? Then let me correct this grave offense. You are currently in Paris. You were taken into custody by the Lords Andre and Vincent after a mighty tussle, or so I heard, and were consequently absolved of all crimes. You are fine, your Vassal is fine, and your belongings will be returned to you intact. Some of our best smiths are currently working on repairing your gear, though I am told that your armor does that by itself—quite the defensive equipment, I must say.”

“Who undressed me?”

“My own Servant, Mathilda. She bathed you too. I assure you that nothing untoward happened. I swear it on my essence.”

The oath settles without issue.

“The Roland will make sure that you have a ship to return whenever you are ready. There is, however, one thing…”

I frown. Of course there is.

“Lady Dominique—or Lord, depending on your preferences I suppose—wishes for the pleasure of your company tonight as she celebrates the thirtieth anniversary of the peace of Baden-Baden.”

Seeing my incomprehension, the man elaborates.

“The cessation of hostility between the Mask and Eneru factions after the last war. Some territory changed hands, some reparations were agreed upon, and Lord Nathaniel was spiked through his anus to face the dawn until death.”

“Charming.”

“I regret not being able to witness that event, as I was slumbering at that time. Mathilda informed me that it was quite the festive occasion, however.”

“I will take your word for it. How does this concern me?”

“I suppose that you will have to ask her. In case it was not clear, Lady Dominique does not make suggestions. Terribly sorry about that. Rest assured that your safety is guaranteed during your stay, and you will most likely have a grand time. Mask parties are always memorable.”

“Yes, I get it. I attend the party and then you let me go?”

“Excellent. I knew that you would see reason. Now, you will find that we have prepared an outfit in your size for the masquerade. Please don it, then join me outside. We have much to do before we are ready to begin. I will see myself out.”

“I did not catch your name?”

“Oh, my apologies. I am Jean-Baptiste of the Roland. And you are Ariane of the Nirari, of course. A pleasure. I shall see you later.”

I wait until the door closes before jumping to my feet.

I am fine. Completely healed, in fact. And clean. Someone even took the time to brush and dry my hair before delicately positioning me in bed in a very artistic posture. I confirm what my instincts told me. Nothing binds me. Unfortunately, I cannot refuse the hospitality of my host for two reasons.

First, the only free exit is protected by thick shutters, on the other side of which is the sun.

Second, I know of Jean-Baptiste. He is a renowned warlord of Mask. Not just the Roland, but the actual alliance. His Magna Arqa fills his foes with abject terror. He is also the only known scythe-wielder among our kind. Naminata informed me that he was nicknamed the Reaper, though never to his face, and that he was entirely monogamous.

If the Reaper wants me to attend a party, I will attend the party. I do not stand a chance against one such as he. He stands at the apex of power and martial prowess in our world. Amusingly, he does not feel that way. I would call him debonair and suave despite the underlying threat, as if we were both merely victims of unfortunate circumstances and he had decided to make the best of it.

With a sigh, I move around and find an open chest at the base of the bed, which contains a white dress that I begin to put on. The dress itself is rather complicated, and it takes me ten minutes to finish buttoning myself into it. Several layers of fabric create a typically Victorian silhouette, with a modest decolletage being the only concession to modernity. Each layer is made of different fabrics, all of them bone-white, in a curious monochromatic harmony that relies on relief to create contrast. I like it. It is also almost my size.

At the bottom of the chest, I find two masks and a note.

I was ordered to provide you with a basic mask, but nothing prevents you from using your own. The choice is yours.

Jean-Baptiste

The first accessory would not look out of place in a cheap stall selling costumes for Mardi-Gras celebrations. The second is my war mask. Chipped. Damaged. Heavily enchanted. An instrument of combat whose owner has survived many battles.

I will not attend a masquerade wearing a debutante ball prop, thank you very much.

Thus arrayed, I exit into a gaudy corridor. Jean-Baptiste waits on a nearby seat with his book.

“Ah, excellent choice. First, you must be ravenous. Corentin is waiting in a nearby room.”

Corentin turns out to be a young man with angelic features, complete with golden curls, and a terrible case of nerves. I soothe his mind and feed lightly, as it appears that he is rather inexperienced. I leave the satisfied youth asleep in his bed.

“Good. Now that we are done, let us be on our way.”

The corridor leads to a massive entrance, also shuttered, as well as a most peculiar candelabra. Someone is affixed to it in a very uncomfortable position, though probably not as uncomfortable as having his body skewered by multiple barbed steel spikes. Black blood seeps from his many wounds, and as I pass, I hear a weak moan.

“Is the decoration to your taste?” Jean-Baptiste asks lightly. I inspect the furniture and human hybrid more closely and realize that the fantastic moustache is familiar. Indeed, he and I met briefly when he tore up my passport.

“Are we not missing five others?” I ask with a frown.

“I did not want to waste valuable blood to hasten their regeneration. I made an exception for him, seeing as he surpassed all expectations by breaking three international treaties in a single night. You are an overachiever, are you not, Odilon?”

“Please…” a raspy voice beseeches from the strange decoration. Jean-Baptiste does not slow down.

We climb down marble stairs bathed in the dim glow of gas lights to a locked entrance. My host leads me down a hidden path through a wine cellar, then through a secret passage hidden behind a fake wine barrel of monumental proportions.

“A bit stereotypical, I know. We have to maintain appearances for the sake of newcomers and visiting dignitaries. Ah, but I wish I had seen you in action yesterday. To defeat over ten opponents in direct combat! And without the use of a Magna Arqa. It must have been such a precious spectacle. Alas...”

I frown at the non sequitur but remember that he cannot see my expression behind the mask.

“You talked to my captors?”

“Vincent and Andre, yes. If there is one thing they dislike more than politics, it is botched attempts at politics.”

“I am still unsure as to why I was attacked in the first place.”

Jean-Baptiste turns to me then, his eyes searching my own.

“Ah. I believe Dominique wished to see you, but her orders were…altered somewhere down the line. A polite invitation was twisted into a blundering attempt at coercion by an unseen hand. As for the culprit, you must ask Lady Dominique when you see her. I’ve already overstepped my bounds by revealing so much.”

“I see. I do not care for all this mystery.”

“Quite frustrating to be on this side, is it not?” he says with a wink.

I know what he means. We usually save the theatrics for the mortals. And speaking of theatrics, the passage we follow descends into the darkness through stairs cut into the very rock. We soon approach a dead end, a wall emitting a powerful aura. Another secret passage.

Jean-Baptiste bows with a flourish, then, without breaking eye contact, presses a secret panel that depresses to show the symbol of Mask.

Corny does not do the mechanism justice. I struggle to find an appropriate euphemism.

“How very... colorful.”

“Is it not? I shot down the suggestion to use a skull with shining red eyes.”

“Only because you could not enchant it to laugh maniacally, I suppose?”

The Lord graces me with a smile, and it feels strangely genuine.

“You understand.”

We walk through the revealed passage into a new area, this one significantly older. The air here smells damp and slightly rotten, and the cause is immediately apparent. We stand in a corridor harboring a multitude of alcoves, into which skeletons lie in neat, ordered rows. Stacks of skulls, bundles of tibia, mountains of ribs, and plains of knuckles alternate with each other to form a grim landscape of ancient, yellowed remains. I stop to inspect the show with curiosity. The remains are so ancient, and so anonymous, that they become a morbid background rather than individual corpses. I had no idea that such a place existed.

“We are in the catacombs below the Rive Gauche, the southern part of the city. We did not create it, mind you. It was used to store the mountain of old human remains buried across the city around sixty years ago. Dominique found the setting simply too tempting. We have co-opted it as a result.”

“They dug a mausoleum for the unknown dead?”

“You underestimate the civil servants’ resourcefulness, my dear. Those are repurposed quarries.”

Jean-Baptiste leads me deeper into the warren of stone and bones. The passages quickly expand until every room becomes cavernous. The air grows unnaturally as we move on, and I find myself enjoying it tremendously. Such an original setting! I wish I could take the time to make a few drawings. Perhaps later.

Our journey continues through winding tunnels until my guide stops before an innocuous pile of grinning skulls that looks exactly the same as every other pile of grinning skulls we’ve passed.

“It should be here. Ah.”

He retrieves from behind the pile the head of a wolf, as dark as the night. I only realize its nature when he puts it on. The threatening maw is particularly convincing, and his eyes gain a wolfish quality.

“Homo homini lupus.”

I roll my eyes at the antics and am graced with a rumbling laugh.

“Ah, you Americans. So refreshing. Forgive me for the detour, we will be there shortly.”

I finally realize how he orients himself when I notice that symbols I don’t recognize have been engraved in every arch. I would be lost without hope of rescue were it not for my nature. The honeycomb of chambers and passages hides many secret entrances, easily discernible for those who can perceive magic. As we continue, I find the first irregularity since we started our little trek: a large, luminescent arrow painted on the packed earth floor.

“What is that thing?” I ask, surprised by the graceless display.

“Part of tonight’s entertainment. I am not privy to the details, yet I would bet a Louis d’or against a sou that it involves mortals. Maximilien loves his games.”

“Maximilien?”

“The Prince of Paris, and organizer of this event. He rarely disappoints. Ah, here we are.”

Our feet finally lead us to a monumental door. Wrought iron twisted into intricate patterns contrasts with crimson rosewood essence to create an impressive red-and-black tableau. A doomed man beseeches a beautiful and terrible goddess, who ignores his advances as her gaze travels up. A pair of perfect sapphires gleam from her eye sockets. They shine azure under the glow of nearby torches.

“The last work of Michel Entrenas. He hanged himself shortly afterward, claiming to have achieved perfection.”

“Your ambassador mentioned that you collected insane artists.”

“Yes. You can feel it, can you not? The manic fires of inspiration as his life slipped away like a guttering candle. Michel remains here, immortalized for all of eternity. I miss the bugger.”

“You knew him?”

“Recovered him myself, actually. We try to prolong their lives, but only repetitive feeding will dull their pain, and then they will have lost their spark. Some people are broken. What they create shines all the more brightly for it.”

I am not familiar with metalworking for the sake of art. I can even spot a few places where flaws have escaped the artist’s attention, and yet the sheer emotion captured by this work grabs at my mind with the frantic hands of the desperate. It embodies everything we have lost and still admire in mankind: the drive, the originality, the unfettered genius. Emotion, raw and pure, radiates from it in waves that force my attention to dart from one detail to another, from one loving twist to another obsessive bend. I stand in the presence of greatness.

Jean-Baptiste tugs on my sleeve, and I blink.

“My apologies. We must enter. You will love the inside, I believe.”

“Ah, yes, please lead the way.”

We approach, and I notice a single wardrobe pushed against the wall. It is partially open and contains a single white suit.

“Also part of the game,” Jean-Baptiste comments. He is having fun.

I let him open the gate and walk in after him.

If I still had breath, it would have caught in my chest. To call the place I find myself in grandiose would be a massive understatement. It is…incredible.

Under a ceiling that could fit a cathedral, a chamber of pharaonic proportion stretches far into the distance, leading to an elevated platform of white marble. The ground expands in a myriad of tiles of various sizes that still manage to fit perfectly. Columns as large as redwoods reach towards the ceiling, while stalactites climb down like blades. Every inch of the walls is engraved with chthonian scenes and alien landscapes, all unpainted gray, all bearing the touch of madness. At regular intervals, wood panels lit by candles show intriguing and unique portraits or sculptures in a succession of masterpieces that no mortal museum could match. A set of stairs lead to a balcony on the left side that allows its occupants to dominate the crowd.

And what a crowd it is.

In pairs or groups, vampires in white uniforms mingle with silent grace. Masks as varied as can be hide their features in a clash of styles and tastes. Comedy masks, tragedy masks, veils and visors. Beasts and kings and gods and monsters. Assyria meets Rome while Guinea courts Russia in a dizzy dance of colors. It is, also, perfectly silent. All the guests sign with their hands at blinding speeds that only we can follow. Spread fans hide meaning from questing eyes, and the drone of moving fabric is the only noise, for no one here is a mortal.

There are more than three hundred vampires present, at least fifty Lords and Ladies. Not a single Courtier. The combined power present here simply defies description. Even with their auras so tightly controlled, I feel something in the air that…alters it, as if a purple haze covers every nook and cranny of the room. The world around me feels more plastic, more fluid. I could gaze up and feel the presence of the Watcher through layers upon layers of stone.

Jean-Baptiste breaks my line of sight just as I am about to lose myself in a deliciously insane interpretation of the Last Supper. He extends a hand, which I automatically take, and we move onward.

To the right and on the opposite side of the balcony, someone has created an otherworldly pond filled with transparent water. Luminescent mushrooms and algae dance a chimeric rondo in step with the beat of a fountain, pulsing like a giant heart as it bleeds water. Vampires move and part before us in an organic fashion, and I realize why. My guide still wears black, save for the single scarlet dash of his tie. It gives the wolf mask an edge.

I am led to the base of the stairs and let through by a pair of powerful Lords wearing identical masks in the likeness of sphinxes. We climb up, and the hum of conversation pops out of nowhere as soon as we are on the steps. It appears that the privileged section of the assembly prefers speech, though they do not share it with those below. Lady Dominique is throwing me a bone by inviting me to mingle with the hallowed ranks of vampire nobility, if only for a night.

We top the landing, and I finally lay my eyes on the cream of the crop. Contrary to the uniform white below, the assembly here shows more color, though they maintain the monochromatic spirit of the evening. A burly man in red turns to look at me with a scowl barely disguised behind a kingly mask, also red except for stylized black curls in the hair and beard. A lithe Lady in a blue gown and a very thin siren mask gives me an imperceptible nod before the pair return to their previous conversation. As I pass, I feel the echo of Lancaster essence coming from her. A few other guests in white mingle around them, as well as another trio of dignitaries that we quickly join.

I see a tall, muscular man in a monstrous green mask seemingly woven from roots that twist into a haunting smile. I taste a hint of Erenwald forest on him. His deep blue eyes glance over me without reaction. Next is a curious man with the thin build of a fencer and the tiniest hint of a potbelly. His costume is purple and atrociously extravagant, a mix between gaudy prince and jester, with a grinning full mask and a clown hat with two jutting, pointy black ends. He is jumping excitedly from foot to foot in a decidedly unvampiric way.

At the center of the group, unmoving and aloof, is a vampire that can only be Lord Dominique.

And I finally understand why I was told multiple times that her? His? Their? Sex was up for discussion. Dominique wears yellow and gold, with a top hat and the most androgynous face I have ever seen ‘hidden’ behind a thin domino mask.

I believe I will go with ‘he’.

He has a delicate face with a slightly squarish chin and prominent cheekbones, as well as hooded brown eyes. He twirls in his hand a silver and ebony cane topped with a tiny spider. Blond hair falls to his shoulders in a delicate mess, slightly wavy, and looking deliciously soft. A loose jacket hides what could be small breasts or undeveloped ones. It tapers to a thin waist and dancers’ legs. He smiles as he sees us.

“Look what the wolf dragged in. A wayward Devourer! Maximilien, my dear, I hope you will not hold it against me, but I brought a surprise guest.”

Dominique’s voice is a husky alto as smooth as syrup. A voice to fall asleep to, or to sin with.

“Oh, Dom, you know that I loooooove surprises,” Maximilen replies with renewed excitement. He is the flamboyant man in purple.

I stop a few feet away and curtsy in the court-approved way. Thankfully, we have adopted the standard customs of our European cousins, and protocol comes to me naturally.

“Oh, no need to be so formal,” Dominique lies. “Here, let me introduce you to the bigwigs. Meet the master of ceremony and our curator of forbidden pleasure, Maximilien of the Roland.”

I bow to the master of ceremony, who returns the greeting with ostentation.

“And the fellow in green represents the Eneru on this auspicious day. Meet Ambassador Luther of the Erenwald.”

“A pleasure, milady,” he rumbles. “And how is Metis?”

“Eating well, last time I checked,” I reply after a hesitation. I cannot decipher the Ambassador’s expression behind the forest spirit mask. Thankfully, Maximilen guffaws.

“Luther my dear, how many times must I tell you to stop scaring the fairer sex away with horse questions from the get-go?”

I expect the Erenwald to lash out, yet he simply nods in understanding, his goal achieved. I do not know the first thing about him, while he knows the name of my Nightmare, which I do not share overmuch. The imbalance of information caught me off guard and set the pecking order. He managed it in one sentence.

“As for me,” Dominique continues, “I am your host tonight. Come, join us as we enjoy the festivities. We do not have the pleasure of seeing our ‘outre-atlantique’ cousins very often. How fares Constantine?”

“As fervent in his research as he is with legislation.”

This is common knowledge. I am not revealing anything that would endanger him.

“Ah yes, we had a copy of the Accords brought to us! Such great fun we had reading it,” Maximilien adds.

I do not react to the cheap jab.

“Oh,” the outrageous man continues, “but my little finger just told me that our last guest is about to arrive, and just in time too! Please excuse me as I light the fuse. Do enjoy!” he finishes.

The peculiar man takes a step back and lightly jumps onto the banister—without looking—and levitates to the stage. I have no idea what kind of magic does that, but I admit to being impressed. And slightly put off by such a blatant violation of the laws of nature.

Maximilien bows to the assembled vampires and saunters away. Dominique steps to the edge of the balcony and settles in to wait. I move to his right side while Luther takes the left. The edge of a powerful aura brushes my back, and I do my best not to react to the feeling of imminent danger. The man in red silently steps to my own right, regal mask aimed at the tableau. He tastes of Roland, and so old that his polar aura seeps through my skin to my very bones. If I were mortal, I would be shivering.

The door opens to reveal a surprise.

A human walks in.

I observe the curious scene with interest as it unfolds before my eyes.

The mortal wears the disguise that was left by the entrance as he hesitantly makes his way through the silent crowd. His brown eyes dart nervously from one guest to another as they sign and snap their fans closed. Nobody shows that they notice what he is, and he moves on, oblivious to the fact that his thundering heartbeat resonates in the ears and minds of hundreds of apex predators. A chick in a wolf den.

As he moves, some of the vampires in his trail pause, their finger dances faltering. I realize why as his unique scent makes its way to me.

I have never tasted such despair before. The raw, intense anguish he suffers from would have sent a lesser man screaming. The thrum of the blood pumping under his skin beats a staccato that forces me to clench my jaw shut, for his essence would be a prize like no other. He is probably living the single most intense moment of his life. I fear that he may die from the nerves before the next five minutes have passed. A small wave spreads through the crowd, imperceptible from the masses, yet obvious from my vantage point. They know. They wait for the climax.

And it comes.

From behind the elevated pedestal to my left, a curtain lifts, and Maximilien struts in with two guards in sphinx masks. They pull a young woman between them. She is dressed in a beautiful rose gown, and her curly brown hair is bound in a chignon that reveals her tender neck. She is pretty, but quite lost as she gazes left and right with widened eyes.

The man gasps as she is brought forward. Emotional distress saturates the air.

“Mesdemoiselles et messieurs,” Maximilien says in French, “I have the pleasure of introducing the first attraction of the night! A game of skill for the most precious of prizes: Mireille Desmoulins, the beloved daughter!”

His use of the local vernacular can only be for the benefit of our breathing little intruder. Indeed, the reveal soon follows.

“And for our participant, I give you the retired soldier, the washed-out sharpshooter, the bereaved father, Alexandre Desmoulins!”

As one, the assembled vampires towards the man with absolute uniformity. Those who are closest also adjust their distance, so that the crying man falls in a geometrically exact circle of doom six feet across.

“Nom de dieu!”

The imprecation reverberates through the unmoving crowd, a veritable garden of white statues as pitiless and remorseless as winter itself. Not even a strand of hair flutters to betray that the spectacle before him is not an impossibly realistic image. My hands grip the stone beneath, for the terrible sense of doom the man emits has now reached an intoxicating intensity. Fear and love battle in his harried mind. The wafts of terror tug at my instincts, and I thank Jean-Baptiste in my mind for allowing me to feed before coming.

“Alexandre, mon coeur, it was perhaps unwise of you to default on your debts, yes? But since we are a generous sort, and so much enjoy a good story, you will be granted an opportunity to redeem yourself. Why, we do not ask for much, only that you participate in a little…contest.”

The two guards drag Mireille to the side. One of them lifts a finger and a stone column emerges from the very ground of the platform, rising up until it tops the tallest of men. They attach the addled woman to it, including the neck to keep her head stable.

Meanwhile, Maximilien takes out a round, scarlet apple from the recess of his vest. Where he hid it, I have no idea. He tosses it in the air as he continues his speech.

“Tell me, you must be familiar with the story of Guillaume Tell, yes?”

Aha, I get it now.

“No! Mercy…”

And so does Alexandre. I know Guillaume Tell’s, or rather William Tell’s, story from an opera by Rossini. He was a Swiss folk hero who, forced by a cruel Austrian reeve, proved his incredible marksmanship…by shooting an apple off the head of his son.

“Tut tut tut, tres cher. Surely proof of your skill would not be too much to ask of you, who claimed he had shot through every hole of a horseshoe at eight meters.”

Another guard brings an elaborate wooden box with silver engravings. Maximilien opens it and picks up a mastercraft pistol, which he brandishes above his head.

“Come and accept my challenge. Or refuse, and you both die.”

The momentum of the event relies on Alexandre being decisive, and he is. The retired soldier gulps noisily, Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. He drags his stress-wracked form across the room but collapses as soon as he steps on the pedestal. The focused gazes of so many land on his back, to see if their prey will stand up and offer some fun, or if the hunt has drawn to a close.

And in a way, it is a proper hunt. Despite the artifices and cruelty, the prey stands a chance, technically, in a contest of wit and skill. He failed the contest of wit in a spectacular fashion, and the contest of skill is off to a very poor start. Nevertheless, I find no fault in Maximilien’s trap.

Alexandre picks up a pistol and turns to his captive daughter, now sporting a fruity new hat. His arm wavers before he even aims.

“Oh, our candidate is facing some difficulties, it seems. Would there be a kind soul in the assembly who would champion him in his darkest hour? Someone to…balance the scales?”

A few heads tilt, but no one sees the need to gather undue attention.

“A wager, perhaps? Hmm, what could I offer…”

“I have a proposal,” the man in red interrupts.

I freeze. The spell that had withheld the sound of conversation from the balcony lifted as soon as he spoke. His smooth baritone rings out clearly, and I find hundreds of masks now facing us.

“You do, Bertrand? Do tell. Enlighten us with your ideas!”

“I propose that, since Alexandre offended us, he be represented by a foreigner.”

A hundred gazes fall on Luther and glide away like water off oil. No one would dare play with an ambassador during a peace celebration, and so they move left to the other stranger in their midst.

For one moment, I wonder how they know who I am behind the mask, but the mystery is soon resolved when I peek right and meet the implacable glare of the man in red.

“How about it, Ariane of the Nirari? I wager a secret against a ship.”

Interesting. I have an inkling that I may have found my enemy among the Roland. As to why he antagonizes me, I have no idea. I seem to remember from one of Nami’s lessons that Bertrand is a faction leader among the ranks of Mask, but I fail to see how it relates to me.

As to the challenge itself, I fully intend to answer it. I’ve already proved that I can fight. Let no man think that brawn is my only strength.

“I accept. Should Alexandre fail to hit the apple, I will grant you a secret I know.”

“It is done!” Maximilien screams with obvious amusement before the man in red reacts. I know he meant a specific secret, and I purposely misunderstood. Now, it is too late to object thanks to Maximilien’s prompt assistance. Serves him right.

Not that I intend to lose.

I take a step back and move alongside the balcony to my left, then I use power to jump off the rails and directly on the platform, legs bent during the flight so as not to expose more than a stockings-covered ankle. I land in a crouch and turn it into a curtsey as I unfold. Applause welcomes my daring entrance—and the stupidity of calling the powerful man’s gamble, I suppose. They can be appreciative. It costs them nothing.

Alexandre quivers at my inhuman display, but I soon approach him and address him in his own language. I take the time to articulate every word with care.

“Forgive my accent, for I come from far away. I will assist you in your task,” I calmly state. At the same time, I let my Charm radiate out and catch him slowly.

Revulsion wars with hope in the father’s cracking mind. Eventually, he realizes that any port is good in a storm. He accepts me, and in turn, my influence grows.

The Lancaster essence was the first one I collected, one that I have used with diligence over the past few decades. I have seldom resorted to the brute power it affords me. Instead, I have built upon the patience and understanding I possessed even as a mortal.

I have never let myself grow complacent.

Under the inspired guidance of a true master, I have honed this skill to a deadly edge, never settling for mediocrity when style could be achieved. With my natural speed, Charm is, I believe, the ability that I had the most natural talent for. After all, power is a crutch.

I pull a handkerchief from the man’s breast pocket, conveniently added for the disguise. I grab one hand and clean it slowly. Alexandre takes a deep breath as I give each finger its attention, pulling on them lightly as I am done.

“Is it true? The horseshoe story?” I ask as I carefully maneuver us so that his back is to the silent assembly. From up close, the stench of nervous sweat almost overwhelms me. He truly was on the verge of a heart attack.

“Yes…Yes, though it was an old one with only three holes. But yes, I did it. And at eight meters.”

“Is that so? Tell me about it.”

I let the man recollect the experience as I slowly, slowly seep deeper into his mind. The trick is to eat at the present while leaving the past alone. For that, I need him to focus on a specific memory that I know I must not touch.

“I was on my cousin’s farm near Aix-en-Provence. It was summer. The air smelled of lavender and dust. I had my old pistol that I won at the Saint-Germain fair.”

Deeper still. His breath slows down, his back straightens. The tremors in his limbs, which had previously wracked his body in their unyielding grasp, disappear progressively. I conjure in his mind the particular smell he described, and he shivers. I pause then. If he relaxes too quickly, he may collapse.

“Were you trying for a record?”

“Yes, a bet with a local girl whom I had taken a fancy to. I failed the first time and she left when she saw that I would not stop, could not stop, until I had placed those three damn bullets in those three damn holes. I knew I could do it. I was so close. So I repeated it, again, and again. Load the gun. Shoot the gun. Clean the gun. I attained a sort of…spiritual state of perfection.”

“Describe it to me.”

“It was…everything felt more alive, but also more distant? I was not just my body, I was something else. My gestures became part of a ritual.”

I slowly place the gun in his hand, feeling the calloused skin as I do so. They are not as precise or stable as they used to be, these hands, but the skill and memories are still there, buried under his imperfect flesh. We just need to call them to the surface. He will never return to that moment, yet the memory of it will carry us through this ordeal.

“I think I saw God that day.”

“Everything felt so smooth, yes? As if it had to happen. It was fate.”

“Yes. Fate.”

“And compared to that, shooting an apple would be so easy.”

“At the same distance? Hah! Child’s play.”

Time for power. He must not see his daughter for longer than an instant, or his focus may waver. I place both hands on each side of his big, honest face, and turn him toward the target. He can only see my mask.

“You remind me of Marthe. She was my wife.”

Ah, oops? A bit too deep. I withdraw from his psyche and focus on the memory of the gun. It is almost too late, but not quite. I will grant him a few moments of absolute focus.

“Show me perfection, Alexandre. The red apple.”

He nods and I step to the side.

The worn, broken man turns into a lethal fighter in an instant. One step forward and his posture relaxes. The gun lowers in his extended arm. In half a second, the barrel has aligned with its target.

Alexandre pulls the trigger with casual ease and the fruit explodes into juicy fragments. Mireille yelps.

The spell breaks.

“Mireille, ma chérie!"

The expensive gun clatters on the ground as the mortal sprints forward, towards family.

As for me, I face the crowd and bow.

“Bravo, bravo!” Maximilien exults. “Cutting it a bit close at the end, but that was a commendable application of Charm, and by one so young! Bravo! Ladies and gentlemen, we are off to an auspicious start.”

Mask welcomes my performance with thunderous applause. Not a word is spoken, and yet I can feel grudging respect sneak through the restrained auras and controlled posture.

Something pulls at me. I look left and into the incredulous gaze of Alexandre. His daughter is crying against his chest.

I nod and read the answer on his lips.

“Thank you.”

You are welcome, my big, blundering oaf. You just earned me a ship!

“Yes, excellent,” Maximilen continues. “I hope that this little appetizer was enough to awaken your appetites, my lovelies, for the night is young and I have so much to share.”

I drop down from the pedestal and walk back to the stairs. Groups graciously meld and part before me, closing behind me like glue in a practiced dance that only centuries of habit can create. It is as he said.

We are just getting started.


124: Heart and Mask 

When I rejoin the upper floor, the man in red has returned to an animated discussion with Jean-Baptiste and the Lady in blue. The air around them warps strangely so that I cannot discern their words, an intriguing effect created by a proximity enchantment on his mask. A useful tool.

The few guests in white have gathered in clumps, absorbed in their own intrigue, while Luther has wandered to the main floor on some errand. I am hailed by Dominique.

“A pleasant performance. Maximilien’s prowess with Charm shames us all and places him above the majority of the Lancasters, so any compliment he pays speaks very highly of one’s performance. Well done.”

“You honor me.”

“You almost went too deep at the end. Be careful, for strong memories bring strong associations.”

“He did mention his wife.”

“I like to step aside and deprive the prey of visual cues. It helps settle them. Ah, listen to me ramble.”

I am, in fact, taking notes. One does not every day get pointers from a centuries-old master of intrigue.

“I invited you for a celebration and we could not go five minutes without you being hassled. I am making a poor show of it. Let us relax as we await the next act.”

Dominique and I make small talk, and by small talk, I mean that he questions me about the New World. Our discussion remains light-hearted, and I never come close to revealing what I believe to be confidential information. His main focus seems to be the opinion we have of our European cousins. When I imply that we expect interference sooner or later, my host surprises me by confirming my doubts, as expected, in a roundabout way.

“Some, like our good Bertrand, see the world at large as an opportunity for our kind to expand faster. He theorizes that vampires require a living space, and that as apex predators, our living space is significantly larger than that of humans and beasts alike. Our numbers increase slowly while the spawn of men thrive and multiply, something that will become a cause for worry when we are inevitably discovered.”

“You believe that we will be dragged into the light?”

“Yes. Do you not?”

“I do. I just expected you to believe that you could maintain the status quo.”

“I have not remained in power for so long by basing my plans on hopes, young Ariane. The mages will publicize their existence, and soon. Afterward, the other members of the supernatural family will be revealed one by one.”

“And Bertrand believes that aggressive expansion could offset the risks?”

“Bertrand believes that a more…united ‘vampirekind’, forgive the word, will be best equipped to fend off the backlash we will face. We would, of course, need to agree to be ruled by a united government.”

I finally understand. Bertrand heads a faction dedicated to uniting all of us under one flag, by force if necessary. That includes taking over the New World as we are comparatively weaker, and that means that if he has the opportunity to deprive us of one of our assets, he will. Such assets include a stable, sane Devourer with a proven record of acceptable combat prowess. Bertrand wants me dead. He was the one who tried to dispose of me, and Dominique just informed me in the most direct way possible. For a Mask, that is.

“An intriguing plan. I believe that a fragmented nation means that we cannot be taken down in one fell swoop, however. Perhaps there is a need to decide on a common strategy to handle the crisis stemming from the great reveal?”

“The Great Reveal. I like that. Yes, I will be in touch with Constantine. Ah, and here is the next piece of entertainment.”

Maximilien steps on the stage again while a string quatuor sits behind him to provide background music.

“Ladies and gentlemen, my fellow denizens of the sunless earth. Here comes the moment that you have been expecting: the selection of the Queen of the Night!”

A pair of burly men in sphinx masks carry out a rectangular black box covered in shimmering runes and reinforced with silvery bands, which they unlock to reveal a circular opening at the top. The thing looks massive and incredibly heavy.

“Is that…a raffle?” I ask with disbelief. Dominique merely chuckles.

“One of the more recent and popular ideas from our brave Maximilien. He writes the names of the women set to attend the party and places them in this strongbox, which is then kept in a secret location for a week before being brought here. We do not check for tampering and the trail to follow is only mildly difficult.”

“Hold on, do you mean…”

“Yes. This is a cheating competition. This time, the strongbox was placed in a bank vault. We made it excruciatingly clear that the guards were not to be harmed and we have seen, I must say, quite a few interesting takes on changing the contents of the box. You understand the issue with changing the box’s contents, yes?”

I think for a second and…of course.

“You have to be the last one.”

“Indeed, you must be the last person to change the names to your advantage in order to win. That means that every new robber must contend both with the security and with the presents left by the previous teams. I do believe that I know who will win, though I will refrain from commenting for now. There could always be an upset.”

Maximilien is done ranting about the illustrious tradition he created merely a few years ago. He plunges a hand in the box and moves it around while the four players accompany him with dramatic tension.

“And the winner is…Meredith of the Hastings!”

Everyone applauds immediately, and I do not detect a hint of distress from those who played and lost. A fair Lady in a bee-themed mask points a finger at herself, apparently surprised. Instead of climbing to the stage to claim her prize, she turns to a man by her side and curtsies deeply. Dominique leans towards me to whisper in my ear.

“Theodore of the Roland, the true artisan of this victory. Ah, what a delightful lad. Maximilien would not shut up when he figured out the young man’s trick. You see, Theodore unexpectedly went early to the box and left without altering it. He returned one night later…and changed the upper plate. The one that Maximilien just put his hand through.”

I try to imagine someone in a bank vault, juggling magical implements and a screwdriver to achieve his goals. It must have been quite the task.

“Do you not protect the box against tampering?”

“Of course we do. There are low-level enchantments to prevent alteration as well as high-tier trackers to prevent someone from switching the whole box with another one. We detected the tampering, but Maximilien judged that it was delicate and clever enough that it should be tolerated. He also loved young Theodore’s concept. You see, that lad enchanted the plate so that every paper going through it will have his darling’s name written on it. A brilliant idea! And no matter how many times the ballots were replaced within the vault, the final result would be the same.”

“And Theodore struck a deal with Meredith?”

“No, he just fancies her terribly. What a way to woo a girl. Why, I believe that he will spend a pleasant evening.”

And indeed, Maximilien crowns Meredith in a farcical rendition of a royal coronation. No sooner is the Lady granted her title than she calls upon the crafty thief to join her side. The couple then walks through the crowd on their way to the balcony, receiving silent accolades and excited signs from everyone around. Meanwhile, Maximilien flutters from group to group.

“Our gracious host will give a ranking to every performer, in secret of course, so that they may improve in the future.”

“What an excellent way to promote healthy competition.”

“Indeed. And now, please excuse me a moment as I congratulate the victors.”

Dominique leaves me behind, and Luther uses this opportunity to take my side. Chairs of stone emerge from the stage floor, white and sober, as the quartet leaves and a column of mortals joins the party.

They wear expressionless white masks and carry their instruments with them in an awkward shuffle, clearly unused to the ponderous red garments they’ve been given for the occasion. At their head stands a tall, fat man with long white hair. He huffs and puffs as he carries a pulpit with him, upon which are fastened music sheets.

“Oh, mortal performers,” I observe.

“The best at captivating us,” Luther replies, “I enjoy good music very much. It is the only time when Masks will shut up.”

“Ahem.”

Luther leans towards me. From so close, the scent of old power and the draw of the forest almost overwhelm me.

“Do I shock you, Ariane of the Nirari?”

“No, but you cannot blame me for avoiding a joke at our host’s expense. I’ve already tested the limits of their hospitality.”

“Indeed. That cute little train conductor you seduced was most adamant in her protests. I had the opportunity to lodge a formal protest. How fares Odilon?”

“The perpetrator? I am not sure if I am at liberty to say.”

“Do graciously dodge the question while leaving a hint, as tradition demands.”

“He was appreciating Jean-Baptiste’s furniture the last time I checked.”

Luther’s amusement is palpable. Bravo, Ariane, very subtle.

“Ah yes, he was giving it a close look, I would wager? His pieces can be so convoluted.”

“Thank you for the rescue.”

“I would not want you to feel like the only straight arrow in a quiver of hoops.”

Any witty retort I might have found dies on my lips as we watch the orchestra, now settled, welcomes the arrival of a diva in a pink gown with a domino mask and a male singer in a gray tuxedo.

Also, did I seduce the train operator? It was by accident. I swear.

“Ah, Ernani,” Luther says as he nods to himself.

“Ernani?”

“Yes, a recent Opera by Giuseppe Verdi. Are you familiar with the man?”

“I loved Nabucco.”

“Then you will be delighted. This is the Orchestra of the Opera-Theatre de la Nation. Maximilien sometimes pays princely sums to famous performers for them to entertain us. I recognize their conductors, as well as the singers.”

“Does he not fear discovery?”

“Maximilien gives them two Louis d’Or per night and per head. I assure you that paying musicians a generous wage is such a rare occurrence these days that they would not forfeit their chance for any reason. Besides, this is Paris. You cannot raid a bakery without stumbling upon two secret society meetings.”

The musicians tune quickly. The lights dim while strange lamps criss-cross the stage until the performers are illuminated and we bask in darkness.

What follows is a reproduction of my very first night at the opera with Torran. The orchestra and singers play airs from Verdi’s masterpiece with talent backed by experience and hard work. The performance is flawless. The stage comes alive with the distressed arias of the disgraced nobleman Ernani and his promised, the beautiful and fierce Elvira. By themselves, then in pairs, they proclaim their love. I have to stop myself from leaning too much over the balustrade on two occasions, especially when Elvira begs Ernani to save her from marriage with a decrepit old codger. Poor thing. I have Luther to thank for offering context, as I do not speak a word of Italian.

The performance ends too soon, and Maximilien now steps onto the platform.

“Une extraordinaire performance, toutes mes felicitations,” he says to the orchestra, then he turns to us.

“And now, my fellow puppeteers, I invite you to join us in singing a beautiful hymn, one that speaks of a lost land and its memory. Though we remain stateless, we surely all long for what we sacrificed on the path. To me, my dearies, to me, and let your voices rise on wings of gold!”

“This is my favorite part,” Luther whispers in my ear. “Watch closely, for you will not witness this anywhere else.”

The chef d’orchestre lifts a wand. Wood and brass answers. The music starts softly, with strings offering melancholic phrases, then the vast cavern booms with the call of fate, mirroring the cruel destiny of Nabucco’s Hebrews as they lament the loss of their city. Finally, the introduction ends with hints of hope.

The vampires come into play.

With a single voice, they sing, as unmoving as the cavern around them. The chorus should express a powerful longing, but in the polar voices of the assembly, its tune becomes hollow and threatening. The assembly’s inability to convey emotions they no longer experience turns the hymn into a dirge, the auric wings tarnished, yet no less imposing for it. Mask voices are as exact as they are flat, and their mechanical precision echoes an increasingly distressed orchestra.

They can feel it. Haunted eyes rise from music sheets and away from the frantic director. They steal glances at what they finally recognize as predators.

“Le memorie nel petto raccendi,

ci favella del tempo che fu!”

Rekindle the memories in our heart, and speak of times gone by!

Too late. It is far too late for us. No golden harps or prophet’s voices will help us recover what we left behind. The only warmth we feel is the kind we plunder.

After touching the hidden sky and the depths of the world, the chorus finally dies down with pianissimo voices and lightly plucked strings. The harmony lingers in the air for a few more seconds which are still, to me, parts of the song…then the conductor lowers his hands and the performance is over. We all applaud the mortals and each other, and I do so with gusto. Truly, that was a show like no other.

I only listen with half an ear to Maximilien’s compliments. Afterward, the orchestra shuffles away in silence, heads bent and eyes lost like drunken revelers heading home. Light progressively returns to the cave and the flickers of conversing hands heralds the return to normalcy. I lean back from the balcony.

“I hope you had a delightful experience. Alas, I forgot to inform you about this new tradition, or I would have invited you to join us,” Dominique pleasantly says as he returns to my side.

Yes, well, no.

“Think nothing of it. I believe that I had a more pleasant time listening than I would have had singing.”

Me and everyone with functional ears in a fifty-yard radius.

“It gladdens me that you find the show to your taste. I am glad to see the younger generations appreciating the fine arts just as much as we do. Ah, how I wish we could end the evening on that beautiful note. Alas, we have a terrible matter to attend. Two of our domains have entered into conflict over ownership of the city of Amiens and have agreed to settle their differences tonight.”

“A duel?” I ask. I always like a good duel as long as I am not one of the entrapped participants.

“In a manner of speaking. No, I fear that the offended party chose chess.”

I was not aware that the game of kings was such a dreadful pastime. I am personally terrible at it, but I still have a good time watching experts play.

“You will understand very shortly.”

As expected, Maximilien returns to the platform.

“Our friends from Rouen and Lille agreed on a trial by chess for the control of Amiens. Although I regret, as always, that it has come to violence, I can only salute the determination of both parties in pursuing this ancient tradition.”

Hmm, what?

“Lord Corentin, please select your champion,” he continues.

“We choose Master Pascal D’alembert.”

From the door behind the stage, a portly man with a frizzy black beard clad in a dark ensemble emerges. He is a mortal, calm and composed.

“D’Alembert is a renowned player, one that has dominated the field for over a decade. Lille is practically unbeaten,” Dominique explains in a deceptively light tone. “Only mortal players have the wherewithal to do what must be done.”

I have a terrible feeling about this.

“And you, Lady Annabelle?”

“We choose Sabine Treillis.”

The crowd twitches and signs as a young woman appears, eliciting a raised brow from the chessmaster. She has large, sad brown eyes and an elegant dress that both fits and does not. It is too majestic for the girl’s nervous hands and bent back.

“Set the stage and let the contestants take their place.”

The stones of the platform shift again. Squares disappear belowground and emerge a shiny onyx. Soon, a traditional board, eight by eight, occupies a significant portion of the space. Then the pieces appear.

Wearing swords and square shields, men in black and white uniforms emerge in two lines from the back. Cattle. They take the places of pawns as I watch with horrified fascination. Then…

No. No no no no no. No! I turn to Dominique to confirm that this is a joke, a jest to terrify me, but no, Vassals are now stepping onto the board. Vassals!

No, this is not what I think it is. I refuse to believe it.

Maximilien flips a coin.

“Sabine Treillis gets white.”

The Vassals, garbed in a variety of costumes designed to mimic armor, split into two groups. Sabine’s team lines up behind the white cattle-pawns.

“You may begin.”

“Pawn to D4,” the girl declares in French.

A man with glassy eyes takes a few steps forward.

“Knight to C6,” D’Alembert retorts with barely-hidden contempt.

And so they go on, until the fateful moment.

“Pawn to E5,” Sabine announces.

One of the cattle steps forward and to the diagonal. He brandishes his sword and sweeps at the opposing pawn’s neck.

The sharpened blade hews through sinew and cartilage with a ghastly crunch. A tremendous geyser of blood splatters the killer, the ground, and a few nearby pieces as the fallen piece collapses on the ground with a last gurgle.

By the Watcher.

Surely, surely they would not. Surely.

Two guards in sphinx masks come to retrieve the body, leaving promptly to free the space for D’Alembert’s next move. The victorious pawn’s rule ends when D’Alembert has yet another cattle strike him down. Sabine, however, was expecting it.

“Queen to D8.”

Gasps echo through the spectators, and I understand why. D’Alembert’s move deprived his queen of cover, and Sabine decided to trade pieces in what I recognize to be a suicidal move. Her queen will take his and be in turn taken by the king. But…no. They would not.

A tall woman with a lost expression steps forward brandishing a heavy mace. On the other side, a smaller woman with very dark hair turns rigid.

With slow purpose, the white queen moves forth. Her mace rises. This is WRONG. WRONG. THIS IS ALL WRONG.

“What are they doing? What are you doing?” I hiss, realizing that the entire private floor can hear me and not caring one bit. How…This makes no sense, no sense at all!

The black queen lets out a muffled scream, a sharp thing that escapes through gritted teeth. I step forward and stop when I feel a hand on my shoulder. I swipe it away, feeling something impact. Claws grab my neck. No no no NO NO NO, FIGHT IT.

Broken skull, one eye falling down, a mess of brain and matted hair. A second squishy hit. I am dragged away, through a door, only to hear Sabine’s calm voice.

“We forfeit.”

A corridor, and Dominique slams me against an engraved wall. He shows no emotion but regret.

“It is their choice. I cannot intercede.”

“Then you are mad! You are all mad!”

“Their sacrifice and ours will prevent the many deaths that come with open war.”

“It is better to die on the field than to allow such a travesty to occur. You have lost yourselves, you fools!”

I hiss and sputter, knowing that I offend and not caring a bit. They are insane. They are monstrous. BLASPHEMY. SUBSUME AND PREVENT.

“Our contest is cruel, but so is war. When a Lord falls, their Servant dies as well. Their Vassals suffer from the severed bond.”

“You use sophistry to deny the truth, and the truth is that a Servant’s life is sacred. We all know it. We all feel it. You perceived the collective pain we all endured just as I did when that woman died. Bound mortals are not tools to be used in games of power!”

“Everything is a tool.”

“If you truly believe that, then there is nothing left behind the Masks. You have become empty vessels with no substance.”

Heavy silence descends upon the empty corridor. I want to kill him. I want to kill them all. They desecrate everything that we should stand for. They taint the most fundamental rules that keep us in check. Vassals are treasures. I will never, ever tolerate anyone treating them as less than that.

“I shall forgive your words, as I understand where they come from. You have my apologies for submitting you to such a spectacle. I did not expect such a powerful instinctual response.”

“Perhaps you should pay more attention to what your instincts tell you.”

Claws grab my neck once more. “Be careful what you wish for.”

I swipe once more with as much speed as I can gather and Dominique takes a step back.

“Spare me the theatrics, unless you wish to further break the rules of hospitality. You wanted me for something, yes? Tell me what it is so that I can leave this place.”

All the art and the songs, they no longer matter to me. The evening is entirely ruined by…I cannot think about it without feeling a bone-deep anguish. I should have…but no, I tried and was restrained. They are fools. Imbeciles.

Dominique takes my measure. I cross my arms to signify that we are fully done.

“Very well. Please, follow me to my study.”

We walk up a set of stairs and through sober halls. Contrary to the catacombs, this place is warmer and smells of fresher air. Eventually, Dominique opens a door, and we enter a richly-decorated workroom. Time to see what this is all about, why I had to fight my way through Battlemasters, got stabbed in the chest, then had to witness the murder of a Vassal. Time to see why the head of Masks demands my presence. I hope that it will not bind me to this place for another fortnight, because I am more than fed up.

Dominique gestures. On a dark wood table, in the middle of the space, a single book has been left with a fountain pen by its side. This is a collector’s tome with an elaborate cover and the crisp, white pages I associate with brand-new editions. Indeed, I approach and realize that the bindings still smell of fresh leather. I pick up the pen without quite understanding my role until I look closer.

A good half of the cover shows an excellent rendition of a red-haired man fighting off goons in brown outfits. He holds a sword in one hand and a voluptuous dark-haired beauty in the other. In the background, a fetching blonde woman with a torch and a muscular man with dark hair and a beard fend off more assailants. The title jumps to my eyes in all its golden-lettered glory.

“The Cecil R. Bingle Omnibus, Vol. III.”

Dominique’s voice rouses me from my consternation.

“I would like an autograph, ‘Ariane Delaney’.”

Motherfucker.


125: Tempus Iterum Fugit 

ad-Dār al-Bayḍāʼ, three days after the Parisian night

The inn had seen better days.

The man in a hat poured himself another goblet of rum. He nursed it, savoring the burn as it went down his gullet. Even the stench of piss and vomit disappeared under the heady savor of processed sugarcane. It brought the man back decades, when his world was simpler, and the sun of the Caribbean shone on endless opportunities. He allowed himself a sigh of contentment before returning his focus to the sleaze in front of him.

While the man was a creature of the sea, the sleaze was a dweller in the muck. He had the pallid face and rotund gut that came with too little activity, too many shepherd’s pies. Or whatever fatty stuff they served here. The man felt an intense dislike for the sleaze, yet he said nothing, for the sleaze brought money. Usually.

“So, what do you say?” the sleaze asked.

“You know, there are rumors,” the man replied. The sleaze frowned.

“Rumors,” the man continued with a pointed look, “and gossip. The crew of the Triton took a similar offer a few weeks ago. They told stories of a deed gone to shit.”

“Poppycock,” the sleaze said with a dismissive wave of his gloved hand.

“They said that they met a she-devil belowdecks. That she swallowed a bullet and spat it out. They say that she killed two men by breaking their necks with two fingers. They say that she let them go because she had her fill.”

“Surely, Captain, you do not believe those…those inventions. Fictions, all.”

The man served himself another goblet. It would be the last one. He was no longer sixteen. Hadn’t been for a while.

“I say that she let them go as bait.”

Eyes met eyes over the decrepit table.

“And a week ago, men came. They had questions. I don’t like questions.”

The sleaze did not reply. He, too, knew about the men. He had disappeared devil-knew where the moment their strange white uniforms started to dot the streets.

“And now you come here asking me to seek a pale lady on a small ship.”

“The money—”

“I have not lasted this long in my profession by being an imbecile. All the gold in the royal bank won’t do you any good if it’s Davy Jones footing the bill. I say no. And if others say yes, they are fools.”

With that said, the man downed the rum and sighed in appreciation. He walked out, shutting the door behind him. The noise of children playing in the sunny street came and dimmed again. The sleaze did not follow.
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A fancy cottage in Essex, five days after the Parisian night

A vampire and a godling sat on either side of a coffee table, each nursing a cup of fragrant black tea. A small fire was dying in the hearth. Sometimes, shiny embers danced over the blackened log, and the wood cracked merrily. There were no lights.

The godling was old, ancient even, and yet powerful muscles still clung stubbornly to his aging frame. He lounged without fear, eyes closed. A persistent smile lifted the corners of his lips, hidden behind a scar and a prodigious white moustache. Between them, a series of books piled high. They were fresh from the printer and still smelled vaguely of new leather.

“You haven’t changed,” the godling finally said. His voice only carried one emotion, and it was wonder. “You haven’t found a cure to your curse then?”

“Hah, only death will lift this one. I am content. Rather, I will always be grateful for your understanding at that time. It…helped me a lot. I was young then.”

“We both were! And I do believe that you have started to repay me…” the godling answered with a twinkle in his eyes.

“Are you referring to your children?”

“Indeed! I was endlessly amused when Nathan sent me the draft for his second book. Ariane Delaney! I could scarcely believe my eyes. You saved him, did you not?”

“Not his life, but I believe that he would have had his heart broken if we had failed.”

“And a heart is needed to differentiate an adventurer from a looter. Ah, it pleases me endlessly to know that the younger generation has taken the torch to carry the name ‘Bingle’ into the annals of history, even if the more respectable circles would dismiss it as nothing but bluster.”

“Perhaps not for long. The world is changing.”

“But it might be too late for my youngest. A good head on her shoulders, that one. Perhaps too good sometimes.”

“Miranda? She and I had a little encounter that, I believe, changed her mind.”

The godling chuckled, and it soon turned into a full belly laugh.

“Ah, I am so pleased to see that the spirit of adventure lives on in my dear children. I am so glad that I got to share what I saw with them.”

“Is it also why you wrote your memoirs?”

“That, and two other reasons.”

“Do tell.”

“The second: we do not all have the benefit of dodging old age, Miss Delaney. A man may live for decades, but leave a good book behind and he will keep touching hearts for centuries. We all have our paths to immortality, in a way.”

“A noble goal. And the third?”

“Money. Hah! I used the mountain of pounds and shillings I made to purchase the lovely domain you see, as well as help for Rose and I in our old age. Our children got the best education money could provide through pages upon pages of naked blades and stiff upper lips. Huzzah!”

“And thus, a new generation of Bingles was unleashed upon the world, to find adventure wherever it may be.”

“You know, Ariane, sometimes I believe that adventures find us.”

The vampire smiled mysteriously.

“Who knows?”

They sipped tea in companionable silence.

“You know,” the godling said, “even without the rest, I would still have been pleased with the one expedition we completed together. Even after finding the diamond of Manipura and the golden crown of the Prince of the Serengeti, saving those fifty people from a cult remains my greatest achievement. This, more than jewels, fills me with pride.”

“You have a good heart, Cecil. I could tell the moment that we met, when the only thing you expressed was sympathy.”

“You were more guarded, then. I am glad to see that you have grown into your own, if only inside of your heart. I hope that you will find it in you to extend your benevolence to my grandchildren!”

“You have my word that I will help those I can, given the occasion. The world would be drabber without them around to open forbidden vaults and uncover cursed temples. I just hope that neither they nor I will bite off more than we can chew.”

“But my dear Ariane, that’s what being an adventurer is all about!”
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December 1849, Boston, two years after the Parisian night

The street urchin hid his hands under his armpits. The mittens were not enough to keep the cold at bay. The old man by his side pointed to the right, where late pedestrians passed by the lit windows of tailor shops. Even at this late hour, the streets bustled with late shoppers and clerks heading home from work.

“How about that one. What do you say?”

The woman he chose was young, with blonde hair held up in two buns over her ears. A fashionable hat matched a dark blue cloak and gown ensemble that looked slightly too revealing for the weather. Despite that, she showed no signs of suffering from the biting wind that froze the urchin to his core. The street rat stared and calculated. He judged that her outfit must cost upwards of twenty dollars despite the lack of much jewelry. At least! She also walked all slow and proper, and she had a handbag that could have some good money in it. And she was young and without a chaperone. Really, a perfect mark.

And yet…

Something about her made his intuition scream. It had never failed him, this intuition. Right now, it said not to approach the woman. It said to stay away, on the other side of the bay preferably.

“No,” he told the old man.

“Hah, you’re still so green. Look—”

“No. She’s bad news.”

“Have you lost your damn mind?”

The urchin shook his head with vehemence. The old man had never seen him so animated, so assertive.

“Remember when I told you the cops were coming, and they were?” the urchin said. The woman passed them by. Suddenly, it felt even colder. The arctic gale sent the urchin’s teeth chattering.

“Fair enough…” the old man whispered with a frightful glance. “Fair enough. Come on.”

They left. The urchin looked back one last time as they turned the corner. His gaze met a pair of sapphires as cold as the winter solstice. In them, he saw only two things. Death and amusement.

The sapphires followed him as he started to run. Thankfully, their owner did not.
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July 1851, Moonside, Illinois, four years after the Parisian night

The vampire and the mage rode into the village. It was a strange village. It lacked a few things.

First, and sadly, it lacked children. And the old folks to look after them.

Second, it lacked clothes. Or at least, that was how it appeared, as many trod its street in their natural state.

The blonde mage took a deep breath. She was an interesting mix of deadly implements and noble beauty. Wheat-colored ringlets fell to her armor-clad shoulders, mixing with the white of her uniform. A sword adorned her lovely waist. She was the perfect synthesis of war mage and Austrian princess. She also smelled nervous, and the peculiar inhabitants of this peculiar village smelled it in the air.

The vampire turned to the side and a tiny brunette pointed at a nearby field.

“Just finished,” she added, though what she was referring to was not expanded on.

The vampire and the cabalist rode through the street. A man stopped to sniff the air, but his companion slapped him across the back of the head, muttering something about ‘not mentioning the smell’ and ‘having to regrow your damn ears’. The pair made their way to a vast field unimpeded.

There, they met a tall man cleaning his blood-soaked hands in a basin held by a bored-looking, muscular young woman. The man had the powerful build of a fighter in peak condition. His body was covered in wiry muscle as taut as strings. He also moved with unnerving grace as he greeted the visitors with a happy smile. His square jaw and messy brown hair lent him a roguish charm that had some effect on the mage.

“Heeeeyyy, bosswoman, how are you doing? I told June, ya know? I told her. Damn, it’s been a while since we last saw the bosswoman, and there was this here matter that I had to solve and I knew, I just knew, that the bosswoman would check on her good pal Jeff. Didn’t I? Anyway, so good to see you.”

“Is this the…matter you are referring to?” the vampire asked. In the field, there were many people milling about and discussing matters as though they were at a tavern. A circle drawn in chalk occupied the center of the field, and at the edge, there were the remains of a monster of good size.

It would have been scary, with a wolf’s head filled with sharp, curved fangs, were it not for the sorry state it was in. Someone had done an impressive number on the thing. Its blood soaked the ground. One of the arms was detached.

“Yes! Every three months or so, someone from the north comes and sees that Moonside is a pretty sweet haven, ya know? Milk and honey and whatnot. They see this and they think, ‘Damn there’s a lot of girls here, and food. And the weather is nice, I guess?’ We have amazing weather, that's for sure. Helps with the crops, and the hunts. Good situation. Anyway, they see this and do they think that it’s all hard work and being buddies with the immortal night horror who ate Fenris’s enforcer in front of him because she was feeling peckish? Nooooo, they’re all, yeah, free stuff. And I’m all, nah fellas, you want something, you have to go through me first. And they’re all, hah, you are a tenderfoot who doesn’t know about the hardships of the north! I have eaten my own shoes boiled with salt and my belt as a side dish, all while pushing the coals around with my massive, throbbing, oh there are ladies here never mind. But you get the idea! Funny thing is, they keep me on my toes. Can’t get rusty with those around. Hey! You’d think they’d learn, but they don’t. It’s like werewolves aren’t the sharpest tools in the shed. Crazy, huh?”

“Yes,” the vampire deadpanned, “Unbelievable.”

“Thanks, bosswoman. So, who’s the new girl? Hello!”

“Ahem, yes, and a good evening to you Mr. Jeffrey.”

“Hah! Mr Jeffrey! You hear that, June? Now that’s real class. Mr. Jeffrey. Got a pep to it, don’t ya think? Why just the other day I told old man Gregor, I told him, I said—”

“Jeffrey, as commendable as I find your enthusiasm, I need to finish this conversation before dawn,” the vampire interrupts. She smiled gently to take the edge off her comment. They were, after all, on his territory.

“Jeffrey, I would like you to meet Carmela von Leeb of the White Cabal. She and her family have suffered at the hands of other werewolves, and she requested to meet with you in order to overcome her fear.”

The tall man unleashed a devastating lopsided grin on the hapless woman. He wore trousers and nothing else, highlighting an impressive physique.

“Why, yes, fair lady, I will be your huckleberry—EY!”

The muscular woman by his side had so far listened to their conversation in sullen silence punctuated by the occasional eye roll. As Jeffrey tried to flirt, however, she had apparently decided that it was time to intervene and emptied the water basin on her leader’s head. Then, using the distraction, she decked him.

The pair fell into a snarling pile of play-fighting. It was clear that Jeffrey would win with ease, when suddenly a grown man with lost eyes bowled into the victorious werewolf, resuming the struggle. Then a wisp of a girl with a pixie haircut joined the fray, followed by a rangy fellow with a long beard. A massive fat man grabbed half of the pile and smashed it into the other.

“Gus, get your fat fucking ass off my face!” someone bellowed.

In the clearing, the visitors looked on. The vampire checked the time on her watch while her horse sniffed disdainfully.

“Is it always like that?” the mage asked.

“You get used to it.”

The mage was still a bit scared, but the werewolves had certainly lost some of their mystique already. And that was before the naked people charged in.
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1854, a secured compound on the coast of Florida, seven years after the Parisian night

The war mage checked his circle one last time. This one was not some hastily-drawn defense. It was engraved in the stone beneath him at great cost, with molten silver and great patience. The main gate had always been designed with reverence and defensibility in mind. It was paying off now.

“Alright. Remember, don’t wait until they come in. Fire immediately,” he said to the men and women by his side. There were a dozen of them. He prayed that it would be enough.

His attention returned to the double doors in front of him, made of solid wood reinforced with enchanted nails and steel bars. The fighters by his side wore clothes in an assortment of colors. His foes wore white and, more worryingly, red.

The Red Cabal. He had heard of them. It was said that they served a dangerous master.

There was a rumble, and he focused front and center.

The wall on his left exploded inward, and a horror walked through the opening. No, the horror walked, and it made an opening. Mortar and bricks yielded under his tremendous bulk. Debris large enough to crush a skull bounced off his armor like gravel.

He was humanoid, and he wore steel armor colored black and engraved with reinforcement runes shining a terrifying red in the shadows. The plates were thick enough to stop a cannonball, and he wore them as if they weighed nothing. The floor groaned with every step.

The man stomped down and cracks snaked out from the impact. He grunted, and swept before him with a maul of ridiculous proportions. The inelegant implement smashed through their entire flank with disheartening ease. Where the giant struck, only mangled bodies were left with bleeding eyes and ears from the shock of their crumpled shields.

But the man was not a war mage for nothing.

“Inferno!”

“Mistral,” a calm voice retorted.

The wave of pure heat met a cold front as solid as a wall. Tempestuous winds ravaged the main entrance. The man looked up from behind the protection of his raised arm to see the colossus walk by. Their eyes met.

The man felt himself dragged into the placid brown gaze. There were no emotions there, just a relentless drive to accomplish the task he’d been given. The sheer will inside of the titan’s mind was overwhelming. Here was a creature who would destroy a mountain piece by fucking piece over the eons if ordered. All obstacles would be overcome not by intelligence, but by single-minded obstinacy. He—

The amulet around the war mage’s neck pinged, and the link between the two of them broke. The mage was not so much protected as kicked back into himself, reeling from the frayed contact. The colossus was now obliterating his way through his other flank. There were two gunshots, and the men he had placed on the balcony fell to the ground with gaping holes where their chests used to be. It was already over, and there had been no battle. All his preparations swept away like a sand castle.

He knew why.

Even without the show of speed and inhuman power, even without the deleterious gaze that gnawed at his willpower, there were the auras. Cold. Powerful. Uncaring. Two of them.

The war mage reinforced his shield as a woman stepped down from the wreck of the wall. Fighters in red and white were pouring in from the breach, not mixing with one another. They moved further into the complex in a way that showed that they were following clear orders and knew where to go. It was humbling.

It occurred to the war mage that he was the last alive from his group. Men and women he had trained and dined with now lay dead, their lives extinguished in mere moments. So many talents from so many places snuffed out at the same time, and for what?

The war mage was too experienced to feel much guilt. They were fucked no matter what, that much was obvious. Which begged the question: why was he still alive?

The male vampire held his humongous weapon close enough for the war mage to spot runes of breach and destruction. It was a tool specifically designed to crush shields. A mage-killer.

The female one stopped to stand in front of him. He avoided her glare.

“Why?” he asked. They were just smugglers who traded in exotic goods. Certainly not anything that justified such a thorough extermination.

“Do you know who your main investor is?” the woman asked in a smooth voice. She had the barest southern accent.

“My investor?” the man repeated with incredulity.

“So, you do not know. Tell me, you are the head of security here, yes?”

“I was. Until you killed everyone. How does this relate to my fucking investor? I got no investor, only a boss.”

“Your company has an interesting benefactor, one who has used your supply routes to smuggle equipment in and information out. We are in a period of preparation, you understand. Everyone is setting their pieces on the board, and it so happens that you are helping the other side.”

“And so you slaughtered us? Just like that?”

“Yes. Just like that.”

She was barely paying attention.

“Is that why you kept me alive? You wanted to make an example out of me?”

He could see mild surprise through the pitted war mask as the vampire returned her attention to him.

“Example? No, my dear. You are neither an example nor a warning.”

“Then…”

She was suddenly very close. The shield wavered around him. Her voice grew husky.

“You are dessert.”
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September 1857, Louisiana, ten years after the Parisian night

The vampire held a small babe in her arms. Her poise and light touch showed a certain experience with children, although she held the girl a bit farther from her body than necessary, as if afraid to break her. There was still a distance there. An unease.

“What do you think?” the mother said by her side. She had the frazzled hair of someone with too little sleep, but her eyes gleamed with excitement and her mouth wore a smile to match.

“Healthy and beautiful. I can ask no more from my namesake.”

“I hope that she grows up to be smart and careful, just like her mom.”

They spent some time playing with the child until she fell asleep.

“How are things otherwise?”

“The western plantation was destroyed in a flood two weeks ago. Fortunately, everyone got out before it hit, so we have no casualties. The harvest was insured. My only worry is that the broker might give us some trouble.”

“If it happens, do let me know. I can convince them to honor their bargain.”

“Yes. You know, since that incident with the bank five years ago, everyone has been polite and respectful with me.”

“Unsurprising. I made an example out of them, after all.”

“What did you do?”

“It would be best if you did not know.”
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December 1858, Boston, eleven years after the Parisian night

“I have no idea what this is,” the tall vampire said. He placed his aristocratic hands on his desk, fingers intertwined. His attention was devoted to the strange item before him. It was a dark root covered in thorns. The base had been severed in a particularly clean way.

“One thing is certain, however. It is not made of earthly materials. It has no weight when measured, though I can feel a pull when I move it around. I am sorry that I cannot help you. Furthermore, even if I had not sworn to keep my inquiries secret, I can think of no one who could give us an answer. You said that it flashed and disappeared when you touched it?” he asked the blonde woman facing him.

“Yes. Others can pick them up, apparently.”

“Would you be willing to demonstrate?”

The blonde vampire placed a finger on the root. It disappeared in a flash of purple light, leaving nothing behind. It was as if it had never existed at all.

“Hmm. From the color, I would hypothesize that it relates to your future Magna Arqa.”

“How so?”

“I would prefer not to elaborate. We progenitors have access to our own from the moment we were reborn, although it took me some time to realize that I had the ability at my disposal. I was informed by the Lords and Ladies I questioned that their ascensions were personal experiences, and that it varied greatly between one person and another. As such, any information I could give you could hamper your progress. It would be better if you approached this important step on your own.”

“Hmm.”

“Do not be too disappointed. Your actions so far have shown an intrinsic understanding of your own nature that I can only admire. I am sure that you will be fine.”

The blonde vampire blinked, perhaps surprised at the compliment.

“As an apology for my lack of results, how about another class on blood magic?”

“I would be delighted.”

“And so would I. You know, you are much easier to handle as a student than as a fellow ruler.”

“If you showed the same acumen for leadership as you do for the study of the arcane arts...”

“I will have no lip now, young miss. The class has begun.”
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March 1859, Boston, twelve years after the Parisian night

The Warden of Illinois and her second climbed down the stone stairs leading to the heart of the mountain, the seat of the shadowy power ruling the North American vampires. Runes shining a dull red cast a worrying glare on black stones that no mortal had seen in over a decade. There, below, a hundred souls could be consigned to oblivion with a single vote. It had happened before.

“I could accomplish so much with just one cadre of the Red Cabal,” the red-haired one hissed.

“I told you, it is too soon. I will wait for their esprit-de-corps to crystallize into tradition before splitting their numbers. The Red Cabal is less than three years old, and they are a tentative group at best. Only when they have created an identity will it be safe for me to divide them,” the blonde one retorted. Her annoyed tone suggested that the current discussion was merely a rehashing of past debates.

“Just tell me if you do not trust me.”

“I trust you, Melusine. Did I not make you my second?”

“Your alternatives are a dimwit and a pickpocket. Forgive me if I am not convinced.”

“Doe is not a dimwit,” the blonde vampire warned with an edge to her voice. The other raised her hands in surrender.

“Fine. Fine! Just keep in mind that we are missing opportunities that will not occur again.”

“If you need magical support, I can fund a mercenary squad. They will not be as trustworthy, however.”

“I am aware. And yes. Chicago is developing quickly, and the new territories offer intriguing opportunities for expansion. I need all the means I can get. Consider it an investment.”

“I hope I will see a return soon. I have already tied too up much liquidity in those projects of yours.”

“And you will see massive returns. I promise it.”

The pair arrived at a landing, and doors opened to let them in. The circular room was already occupied by powerful denizens of the night sitting in uneasy silence around an imposing round table made of raised stone. The mood was tense.

The two representatives of Illinois sat at their designated spots. The blonde one exchanged a quick nod with the second of Louisiana, a sinuous black woman with a perpetual thin smile. A few more joined them, and then a tall man in a red robe entered, and the vault was sealed shut behind him.

Silence and stillness reigned. Those who sensed such things could have felt perfectly contained auras, one for each attendant. Someone with sharper control might have detected the edge they bore.

“Welcome to the conclave of the Accords,” the tall man began without preamble. “Tonight we address the grievances of Lord Adam of Alabama. Lord Adam, the floor is yours.”

The tall man sat down and a twin in a beige ensemble stood up, his sibling remaining in his chair. They both had eyes and hair of very light brown, almost copper.

“Thank you, Speaker. We’ve come to complain about the escape of more than one hundred and twenty slaves of various origins from our land over the past three months. All have been confirmed as genuinely escaped, and all have headed north into Tennessee, Kentucky, and eventually, Illinois. I have ample evidence that those fugitives received help from a well-developed organization known as the Underground Railroad. Unfortunately, any efforts made to recover those slaves from the state of Illinois have been rendered fruitless by the vehemence with which said hunters were…compelled into leaving.”

The blonde vampire allowed herself the tiniest predatory smile. Lord Adam resumed his speech.

“We argue that, one, the slaves are our legal and documented property, and that, two, their liberation is an illegal act both according to the Accords and the law, as it constitutes theft. Three, we argue that by actively opposing the retrieval of our stolen assets, House Nirari is breaking the Accords, which state that any clan is free to pursue offenders outside of their territories within reason. As such, we demand that Nirari ceases to offer support to the organization helping the escapees. Furthermore, we demand that House Nirari allow our slave hunters access to her territory unfettered. Finally, we demand redress for the loss of goods incurred to a third of the market value of the lost slaves. Thank you.”

The Lord sat down, and the Speaker took his place.

“House Nirari will now have an opportunity to defend themselves, following which I will arbitrate the dispute according to the law.”

“Thank you, Speaker,” the blonde vampire said as she stood up. “I would like to address each point in turn. First, House Nirari does not support the Underground Railroad in any way. We do not fund, supply, or inform them. We merely tolerate them on our land. If Lord Adam has any proof that we support them, we invite them to provide it. Otherwise, this specific case falls in the adversarial organization clause, and we have no obligation to oppose them.”

“You claim that the organization known as the Underground Railroad does not receive your support?” Lord Adam asked with obvious distrust.

“That is correct.”

“The Railroad is too well-organized. One of our number is aiding them.

“And that person is not me.”

Silence returned to the assembly. Lord Adam stewed in his own ire. The two black representatives from Louisiana checked their nails with mock inconspicuousness.

“Would you be willing to swear on it?”

“Yes,” the woman immediately retorted.

“And you are unable to stop them from stealing my slaves?”

“Why would I do that?”

“Enough,” the Speaker interrupted before the bickering could start, “Ariane of the Nirari is correct. She is not obligated to remove that organization from her territory. You may not invoke the hostile group law as the Railroad does not target you specifically, merely your…financial interests.”

The Speaker pauses, then turns back to the blonde vampire.

“The other points remain.”

“Concerning the slave hunters, I refuse, and for two reasons. First, the slave hunters have, on repeated and verified occasions, abducted free citizens out of greed or laziness, some of whom were under my protection. The slave hunters are a vile and despicable lot, more interested in filling their pockets than in applying the law they so readily invoke. They are worms and roaches crawling on my territory, touching what is mine. I have made…many examples…and will make more until this is over. “

The blonde vampire’s aura bubbled ever so slightly. Something crawled at the edge of reality, driven by her anger. When she realized it, she brought herself under control. The few who noticed did not comment.

“As such, I am justified in refusing access.”

“To individuals, yes, not to a whole profession!”

“I also refuse access to bandits. This is also a profession.”

“Slave hunters are pursuing a legal activity. They are not outlaws that no one will mourn!”

“And this leads me to my second point. They are bandits, because I state that any slave brought to my domain is free, as is the case in many territories throughout the Union.”

“Slaves brought to a free state do not become free. See the Dred Scott v. Sanford decision two years ago. Pardon my language, but if you believe that my slaves stop being my property simply because they crossed an imaginary line, you are delusional.”

“Pardon my language, but I do, and if you don’t like it, you can fuck right off!”

“Order, order!” the Speaker yelled above the hisses. He knew that House Nirari was extremely territorial. Lord Adam must have expected it and tried to rile her up. Unfortunately for him, her arguments made sense. The Speaker waited a second for calm to return before addressing the crowd.

“Ultimately, the decision depends on whether or not Lord Adam’s slaves are counted as property. Even now, the United States is torn apart by the enduring conflict between slavers and abolitionists. Although I based our own organization’s tenets around the mortal institutions ruling the territory, there is now a discrepancy between the two. To my immense surprise, this discrepancy does not stem from the addition of Mexican and Canadian lands to our dominion. Indeed, those have been added seamlessly to our ranks. No, the discrepancy comes from the so-called ‘slave power’, the political might that slaveowners hold over the American government and all its institutions. The Compromise of 1850 first and following events have driven a wedge between us, who have so far adhered to our principles, and the mortals, who have peddled them in favor of peace.”

The Speaker’s aura leaked as he grew more absorbed in his demonstration.

“If we accept that every state makes their own decision on slavery, then the slaveowners should have no say in the fate of black people in abolitionist states. To allow bounty hunters to violate local freedoms, and to deny freemen the protection of the law of the states they live in, this is an act of cowardice for the sake of tranquility. Our principles must prevail for our own peace to survive. Ariane of the Nirari has all authority in her province. If she denies slavery in Illinois, then there are no slaves in Illinois as far as this court is concerned. We will all respect our own boundaries. I will not have a repeat of the disaster that plunged Kansas into a state of protracted violence.”

Lord Adam winced, but he helplessly shrugged in a show of grudging acceptance. The issue was settled, for now, but the bitter taste of conflict lingered between two sides, separated by an unbridgeable rift.
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April 1861, Marquette, Ariane’s administrative building

The blonde vampire dropped the newspaper heavily on a table near Alexandria Merritt. The fire archmage figured that, since Lynn had married one of Boston’s richest men, and Ollie had ascended as the first leader of the Red Cabal, she qualified as important and deserved some explanations.

“What’s the matter, too many ‘okays’?”

“I wish. Do you remember what I said about those dwarven-engineered guns we made for the army?”

“That you cannot wait to see which sorry idiots our country declares war on next?”

“Yes, that. Unfortunately, the joke is on me. We are the sorry idiots.”

The archmage leaned forward. The paper’s illustration depicted a smoking structure near a port on a tiny island. The header said, in big bold letters: Fort Sumter Attacked!

And below, in even bigger, bolder letters.

CIVIL WAR!

“Ah, fuck.”


126: Shadow Diplomacy 

Boston, October 1861

“I don’t like this at all, Ariane. We have seen war before, you and I, down in Mexico. This will be nothing like it,” Sheridan grumbles as we pass the door leading into the Boston vampire compound. The three-winged edifice has expanded with cliffside structures overlooking the river to accommodate the rising number of night denizens.

“How do you figure?” I reply. Although he seldom voices his opinion, Sheridan has proven adept at getting a feel for things, especially when it relates to humanity’s darker emotions.

“You remember the caning of Senator Sumter?”

I frown, staring into his honest brown eyes. Thankfully, being a Vassal seems to have slowed the aging of the brave Texan, and only the barest hints of gray can be seen in his moustache.

“Yes, I do. It occurred some time ago, no? Five years or so?”

“Yes. A representative beat a senator with a cane. A cane! During a session. Because he had dared to ridicule the institution of slavery. I knew, then, that it could only end in blood. When violence becomes an acceptable tool in a place of law and order, then you know that both sides have stopped seeing one other as people worthy of the protection of the law. There are two sides divided by a burning hatred, and it will only end when one of the fighters lies bloody on the ground.”

I sigh. I had honestly believed that it would not come to war, and that slavery would die out eventually. I even fully supported the Ekon clan in helping as many of their followers as possible escape north by opening my lands to the Underground Railroad. Now, it appears that ideology has ignited passions to the point of no return.

I know of civil wars from my father. Among all the deleterious events that can affect a country, war is the worst, and out of all the wars, civil war is the worst. Civil wars turn brother against brother, friend against friend. They sap the strength of nations and fragment families. Neighbors no longer trust each other. Communities fracture and die. After such a long prelude, the bloodbath will be cataclysmic. At this point, staving off further bloodshed will require an ability to compromise that does not exist in the hearts of men.

“Will you do something?” Sheridan asks. His expression remains carefully guarded.

I know what he means. He wonders if we, as a community, will intervene. We do not have enough weight to stop the conflict; that would be impossible. We do, however, have the means to support one side and tip the scales in their favor.

“Only if we can reach a consensus. The only worse thing that could happen now is a vampire civil war on top of the rest.”

The Watcher knows that we will have our hands full in the immediate future.

We move into the main building. Wilhelm the butler welcomes us from behind his desk, and I look left to see the main lobby filled with tables hosting a plethora of mortals, Vassals and Servants all of them.

“I’ll be at the bar,” Sheridan says in a subdued tone. He walks over to Melitone, who smiles when she sees him. I head down the corridor to the secured access to the Council chamber.

The walk down is more solemn this time, and everyone arrives before the official starting time, including a harried-looking Melusine. Thirty-one Wardens and their seconds standing behind them sit in a circle, with territories ranging from Mexico to Quebec, and from the Atlantic to the Pacific. Only twenty-two are Lords and Ladies. Some of the Wardens, like me, are still Masters. Constantine is last to arrive, though he is, as always, strictly on time. He strides to his stone chair and addresses us without preamble.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I will break tradition by starting with an important statement. Today, Spain, France, and the United Kingdom have gathered in London to discuss a military intervention in Mexico for the official purpose of debt collection. I have received word from reliable sources that the French do not intend to withdraw from Mexico, and furthermore that the intervention itself was pushed forward by a certain Mask faction hostile to the Accords. The armies of Europe will make landfall within the end of the year, and they will bring with them the forces of Mask. War is upon us.”

Whispers spread through the room. I do not react, as Sephare is the source, and she sent me word before the meeting.

“Now, I hope many of you have read the war provisions of the Accords. I am as of now declaring a state of emergency. You may no longer communicate with your allies, trade partners and so on if they are part of the Expansion Faction of Mask. You may no longer invite them on our soil, and when they attack, you are duty-bound to join us in the defense of our lands.”

The whispers disappear and the implications are made clear.

“I know that some of you might be reluctant to break ties. I know that some of you came to this land only temporarily and wish to rejoin Europe soon. I will be generous. In a week, there will be another conclave. Those of you who wish to change allegiance can signify their choice by not attending. Please note that this will be considered a declaration of war, but war within the boundaries of the standard customs. You will have one more week to leave the continent with whatever you can take with you. If, however, you stay, and it turns out that you are helping the enemy, you will be considered—and treated as—a rogue. I hope this is clear.”

Death for the transgressors. A suitable punishment for abusing Constantine’s generosity.

With his message unambiguously stated, Constantine straightens his spine.

“I may not be the smoothest politician, but I know myself enough to realize that, so far, we have not been taken seriously. The Accords have held because they were a convenient way to regulate relationships between vampires from very different backgrounds, and with very different expectations of the life they would find here. To many, our rules were a means to an end, and our community, merely the result of circumstances.”

Constantine’s demeanor turns unusually cold. I understand why. He wishes to remind everybody that he is still a Progenitor, one of the most powerful vampires in existence, and certainly one of world’s topmost archmages.

“When you go back to your fiefs to make your decision, I want you to remember that the Expansion Faction does not come here to add us to a healthy community. They are here to reap the harvest of our labor, and to absorb our resources in their pursuit of forceful unification. All that you have built here will be taken for their benefit, up to and including your own freedoms, because a faction on the path of total war acknowledges only two groups: their subjects, and their enemies. Do not mistake their promises and bargains for anything more than the offer of a fancier collar around your necks. We, on the contrary, are a known quantity. You know me, you know the rules, and you know that they do not stand in the way of whatever purpose you pursue. This is the Accord’s first true test. Are you willing to step up and defend what we stand for, or are you willing to roll over for whatever scraps the Expansion Faction throws your way? You have until next week to decide. That is all.”

We do not speak. Constantine has proven himself unusually eloquent. I suspect the delicate touches of Sephare and Melitone.

“The next order of business is the Civil War that just started. I will let Lady Sephare take the floor and share with us the results of her work,” he says.

Constantine sits down, and Sephare stands up. She waves her hand. The smooth fabric of the titanic stone table between us grows liquid, and a three-dimensional map of North America appears, with the United States split into three different entities.

I admit to being much impressed. This is an incredible feat of magical engineering, and I had no idea that we were equipped with such an excellent tool. Like the others, I stare at the display before us. The territories that span from Texas in the south-west to Virginia in the east now comprise a single entity named ‘the Confederate States of America’. The other side, much larger, is qualified as ‘the Union’, while four states are labelled as ‘Border States’. They form a horizontal line separating the two antagonists.

Sephare’s demeanor changes from ‘intimate’ to ‘university lecturer’. Her clear voice fills the cave.

“First, I would like you to understand that this conflict is like nothing we have experienced here before. The United States Army only numbered a bit above fifteen thousand two years ago. Now, upwards of a hundred thousand men are rallying on each side, only limited by the inadequate systems in place to train and equip them. It is too early to say who will have the advantage, yet right now, we can already tell that both sides will be formidable. They both have access to West Point graduates and Mexican War veterans, and they both have a significant number of volunteers. In the long term, we believe that the Union will gain the advantage through their overwhelming industrial production if the conflict lasts. On the other hand, many of the Union recruits are city-dwellers who may need time to reach peak physical condition.”

Sephare waves again and the border states turn gray.

“Right now, those are the states that refuse to leave the union but still allow slavery. We expect them to be fully absorbed by one side or another within the next year.”

The Union states turn gray.

“The victory condition for the Union is to invade and disband the Confederacy. Nothing short of occupation will suffice.”

Now, the southern states light up.

“The South has two victory conditions. They could crush the Northern armies outright. However, we do not believe this outcome is likely. Even if they won battle after battle, their weak infrastructure would not allow them to maintain supply lines for long campaigns in the North. The other solution, and the most likely to occur, is for them to fight the Union to a standstill. They only need to last until the next elections. If war weariness prevails and Lincoln is soundly defeated, they can sue for peace. This would split the United States in two.”

We consider this possibility in silence. If this were to happen, the tension between the two entities would surely lead to another conflict down the road, if only because the north would actively support escaping slaves with no rules in place to stop them anymore.

“No matter what happens, the war will be extremely bloody due to the ideological nature of the conflict and the lack of strategic objectives. Blood will be shed, ladies and gentlemen, and a lot of it. This cannot be avoided. The question remains, then. What do we do? I have spoken.”

Sephare sits down and Constantine replaces her. The map of the land still lies before us in liquid obsidian, the border new and unsettling.

“We normally do not intervene in mortal conflicts when armies meet on the field of battle, and territory is exchanged by treaty. There are, however, precedents for taking on a more active role.”

There are also precedents for such an intervention to trigger a vampire war, one we cannot afford right now.

“As such,” Constantine continues, “I suggest that we vote on a resolution. When we reconvene in a week, I will allow proposals supported by more than three Wardens to be presented in fifteen minutes or less. We will then vote on them in elimination rounds. The final resolution must receive more than a two-thirds majority to be accepted.”

Constantine has set himself up for a political deadlock. At the same time, requiring a two-thirds majority means that even detractors will hesitate to oppose a measure, should it be approved. My only fear is that the resolutions and their support will draw across clan lines. If this happens, the Accords will have failed as a community. We will merely be the same old bloodlines using the assembly as a political tool to trade influence. Only if a consensus is reached will the American vampires exist as a distinct entity.

Constantine may have caused me to suffer horribly before we met, but now I find myself supporting him more and more. I will depose him in the end, of course, but for now we must work together so that there is a crown left to usurp.

Constantine dissolves the assembly soon after. We file out and gather in clumps across the massive complex to discuss and scheme. Soon, Vassals and employees race through the corridors, bearing missives and invitations. I quickly make contact with my closest allies.

“Ari, my sweet little peach, the time has finally come,” Nami says as we gather in her salon. Our group consists of the Roland members who have made their seats in the northeast and Canada, the Ekon, the Natalis, Sephare’s Hastings, and the one Vanheim Master here. And me, of course. The Cadiz who usually sit on the fence are notoriously absent, as are the new generation of Lancasters. Some of our more lukewarm supporters have also made themselves scarce—an unwise move. Leaving now shows that they will take Constantine’s offer to leave the Accords. Staying for an hour would at least raise some doubts and give them more options. Ah well, perhaps I am missing something.

“Is Lady Sephare not joining us?” the Vanheim Master asks. His name is Vadim, and he is strangely effeminate, with a narrow face and thin frame.

“She will return after she is done with Constantine’s summons,” I tell them. The information circulates through the room, everybody understanding the implicit message. Constantine supports those of us who might very well call ourselves the Union faction. The backing of the Speaker gives us an edge.

“We need to start working on that resolution,” one of Sephare’s seconds notes. We agree and add ideas and conditions to list that aims to sway those who remain on the fence to our side. Sephare eventually joins us and informs me that Constantine wishes to talk. I agree and tell her one last thing.

“I want to negotiate with Lord Adam of the Roland.”

Sephare shows some surprise at the mention of the man who sued me in the past.

“I seem to remember that you two have been at odds on several occasions?”

“Yes, and now I possess a decent knowledge of his assets and priorities. I believe that I have a chance at convincing him to switch sides.”

Sephare offers me one of her rare genuine smiles.

“I did not plan to try and convince him. I thought him a lost cause! All the better if you can manage it. Do let me know how the negotiations go.”

“Certainly.”

I leave the impromptu reunion, passing several couriers on my way down. Sheridan has left and I do not know where he went, but that is fine. I ask a maid from Wilhelm to carry my request for a meeting to Lord Adam, and in the meanwhile, walk to Constantine’s office. His two bodyguards and renegade Rosenthal secretary let me through without delay. The Speaker waits at his desk, fingers intertwined as usual. More documents than I can ever recall seeing litter his desk, while the bookshelves lining the wall are more disorderly than usual. Our leader has been busy.

“Ah, Ariane, excellent. I have a mission for you, if you choose to accept it. You still have that, ahem, proof-of-concept ship, do you not?”

I rejoice in my heart. Could it be? After all these years?

“Yes, I do. A repurposed brig with light plating and a full complement of Dvergur guns.”

Six of them, to be precise. Five more than necessary. Only the stoutest warships can withstand several volleys of Dvergur-engineered incendiary projectiles.

“And is it operational?”

“It most certainly is.”

“Good! Good. You see, Sephare and I have kept track of those elements we’ve deemed, shall we say, unreliable. One of the northern Lords has secretly prepared a port and base in the more remote parts of Nova Scotia, far to the northeast.”

“I know where Nova Scotia is.”

“In any case, we think that a contingent of invaders are set to arrive there. Two days ago, we received two pieces of information from both Mask and Eneru informers concerning a ship leaving Dublin and carrying some curious cargo.”

“Do you want me to intercept it?”

“Yes. Make sure that they do not reach our shores. Although, if possible, do not kill them. I would prefer to avoid bad blood this early in the conflict.”

“I will need more information if I am to find them.”

“I do not have their exact route, but I have prepared an artefact that will help you find them.”

“A vampire finder?”

“No, vampiric auras do not shine brightly enough to be detected reliably. However, there is another kind of aura that is harder to miss.”

I am struck by memories of a previous boarding.

“Fae aura.”

“Precisely. The assailants will most certainly carry vials of fae blood into battle. Most of them do. We do not share their resources.”

I am partly to blame for that.

“As such, I will prepare an artefact that will guide you to their location, provided you are close enough. It should not be difficult since we know their destination. Will you do this for us?”

“Yes.”

I do not ask payment for a task that serves our cause.

“Thank you. Be sure to stay in touch with Lady Sephare so that we can keep you apprised of new developments. Will you be departing soon?”

“Tomorrow, yes. I have one more errand to run.”
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Lord Adam’s borrowed study comes in shades of blue. Like all other private quarters here, the room is both tastefully decorated and sterile. The Roland Lord and his sibling welcome me in casual shirts, and with a pot of coffee. A positive sign.

“I hope you do not begrudge me the presence of my twin,” Adam starts.

“Not at all. I understand that you make most decisions together.”

“Indeed. So, you wanted to see us. We find ourselves curious as to why, as we have, shall we say, competing interests.”

“Not necessarily,” I reply as I take a sip of coffee. A bit too cold. Oh, well.

The pair sits down to face me across a coffee table painted in shades of gold, a sign that I have gained their attention. For now, only politeness affords me their time. If I want more, I will have to be convincing.

“Correct me if I am mistaken. You have acres upon acres of plantations, and the slaves to work them. I would say that you have between fifteen hundred and twenty-five hundred at any given time. The work they provide is necessary to make your land profitable.”

I pause to assess their reactions. If my estimates are too far off, they will display signs of impatience.

“Go on,” the second twin says.

“There are two scenarios. If the North wins the war, the slaves will be emancipated, and you will lose a fortune in assets. If, however, the South achieves independence, you will still bleed people as they escape north where no hunters will seek them.”

“Unless the Confederates include a provision in the peace settlement.”

“You do not need to be Napoleon to see how unlikely such a victory would be. The North’s industrial and armament production outperforms the South’s by an order of magnitude.”

And I am partly responsible.

They remain silent, which I take as a ‘maybe’.

“I can offer a third path, one that would be more to your advantage than the two others. I will pay you two hundred dollars per slave over a period of two years in quarterly installments if you agree to free them now, guaranteed by contract and backed by the Rosenthal.”

Lord Adam scoffs. “A slave is worth much more than that. Some go for as high as two thousand per head.”

“For prize fighters or light-skinned fancy ladies, perhaps. Not farmhands. Besides, you would not be losing them. You merely need to provide them with decent wages and humane living conditions, and the overwhelming majority will stay—they have few better options.”

Freedom is pointless if it leads to immediate starvation, and the South will remain inhospitable to freedmen for a long time.

“Can you really afford four-hundred thousand dollars over two years?” the other twin asks curiously.

“Yes.”

My confidence comes from the fact that I am one of the country’s foremost weapons manufacturers, with access to Dvergur engineers and the improved results they provide. Simply put, the team Loth sent brought with them an inexpensive method of steel-making they call the improved Bessemer process. Better raw materials and standardized production practices allow me to produce the best cannons this side of the Atlantic at an affordable price. Even if my goods were not inherently superior, I could still sell them to the army thanks to a valuable ally.

Sephare has absolute control over the Ordnance Department.

As such, the Illinois Armament Manufactory has already received massive orders for guns and cavalry rifles, generating enough profit for me to afford the costly bribe I am planning. I had expected my improved needle guns to flood the market as well, but instead, most states purchased a cheaper model from Massachusetts with less than half the firing rate. Pah! Worse, the soldiers already deployed on the frontline use antiquated smoothbore muskets, as if we are still fighting the British! Disgraceful. The world must be laughing at us.

“An intriguing proposal. I did not expect the local Devourer to try and buy our support.”

“I am not so much bribing you as developing a future partnership. Take my proposal as a way to compensate you for the losses incurred.”

“Sharing the burden of modernization…” Adam continues.

I am glad that we see eye-to-eye.

“Precisely.”

“It leaves us with a major problem,” the other twin says. “You see, one of our major sources of income is slave trading.”

I force myself to take another sip of coffee to mask my surprise. I did not know that they had an interest in that sector as well, despite my inquiries. This is problematic.

The two Lords exchange a glance. Eventually, the twin nods to Adam, who in turn addresses me.

“We find your offer interesting, but as Adrien mentioned, this merely covers the losses of one part of our business. A Confederate victory remains the preferable outcome.”

What to do? I have no solution. Slave-fueled agriculture can transition into standard agriculture, but slave trading itself cannot be replaced since it will be entirely illegal. I need to find something else. How can I take advantage of this situation? How else can I compensate them?

Oh.

Of course.

“There is one aspect of war that can only go one way,” I tell them. “Control of the ocean. General Winfield Scott’s plan to blockade southern ports cannot fail in the short term, and you, gentlemen, export a great many things.”

I know that they sell cotton, sugar, and tobacco abroad. No matter what, their trade lines will be disrupted for a long time, condemning their export-focused business to failure.

“What do you propose?” the second twin, Adrien, asks.

I do not miss it. Their perfect immobility and contained auras do not reveal anything of their inner thoughts, which means that I have hit the nail on the head. Lady Sephare taught me this little trick, that old ones who lack practice increase their control over themselves when they want to hide something. They have taken the bait.

“An exclusive agreement. I will purchase your cotton in bulk for the next three years at pre-war market rate. All of it.”

“All of it?”

“Yes. In return…”

“In return, we emancipate our slaves and support the Union faction in the coming vote.”

“No, you support the Union faction for the duration of the war, or for at least three years. Whichever lasts the longest.”

“The duration of the war or two years,” Adam corrects.

That is fine.

“Open support. You let it be known that you are both on our side.”

Once again, the twins exchange a silent glance.

“We find your proposal interesting…but we need to discuss it in private before we agree to your terms. I hope you understand.”

Of course. No Lords and Ladies agree to anything important without pondering the question for at least a day. A tentative agreement is all I can hope for now.

“I do. Before I leave, there was one last thing,” I say as I stand up. “We are the curators of this world, or shepherds, if you prefer. We are denied innovation and artistry, but we are granted cold intellect and long-term mindsets to offset the loss. I would argue that slavery holds you back economically and socially, but I know that you may remain unconvinced. Instead, I will ask you to examine what your instincts tell you. Everything we value in humans, the spark that leads them to greatness and insanity alike, it cannot express itself when body and mind are chained. You are missing out on much by lording over cattle instead of people, and your own nature should tell you that much. We do not hunt cows. We do not hang cotton bales as trophies on our walls. I can provide the machines to replace the hands you need to increase your wealth, while those hands can work on the drawing board or the canvas instead. Consider it, then come back to me. We need not be enemies on this.”

I expect silence and even ridicule. Instead, Adam laughs and Adrien smiles lightly.

“I did not expect you to call on our hearts, Ariane of the Nirari. My advisers were right. Devourers truly are creatures of emotion after all. Very well. As a reward for your refreshing honesty, I will be frank with you in return. We have considered transitioning out of labor-intensive agriculture for some time. The details will have to be hammered out to both parties’ satisfaction, but we are most definitely interested,” the Warden says.

“Can you extend your offer to others on our side? With the Natalis and the Canadians, you already have a majority, but if you want true unity, you will need to leave no one behind,” his sibling continues.

“I cannot afford to fund the entire South personally. But perhaps I can find others willing to assist.”

“That would be appreciated.”
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After a few more polite exchanges, I return to Sephare to share the results of my conversation. She agrees to take over the negotiations since I will be out, though she mentions that not all of the southern Lords will be willing to budge. Some, after all, come from feudal societies. Some Rolands will refuse out of sheer stubbornness. They cannot envision an end to serfdom.

After I am done, I return to the lobby and find Sheridan snoring softly on a leather couch. I come closer and catch a whiff of him.

My, what a busy…

Wait a minute.

“Sheridan, wake up!” I say as I shake him and grab the hand already reaching for his gun.

“Wh—Ariane? What’s the matter with you?”

“Did I not leave you in deep conversation with Melitone?”

The scent of fear, removed of its spice since the ranger is no prey. Eyes search for an exit.

“Perhaps?”

“Are you banging the Speaker’s sister?” I hiss, outraged. “Do you have any idea…”

Sheridan gently removes my hand from his shoulder and gives me one of his frank, no-nonsense looks.

“Ariane dear, we might be partners in our quest to rid the world of evil…”

So he believes.

“...but that doesn’t mean that you get a say in which romantic partner I choose, lady. Besides, we’ll soon be as busy as a one-legged man at an ass-kicking contest, so cut me some slack, will you?”

He…argh! And I can say nothing because he is a Vassal.

“Language…” I weakly retort.

“What are we meant to be doing, anyway? Where is the old man sending us this time?”

“I am not his lap dog!”

“Right. So, what are we supposed to do? Anything illegal?”

“Grmbll.”

“Speak up, Ariane.”

“Piracy!”

“So does that bad language ban last for the entire operation, or…?”

“No need to be a smart-... no need to be so snide, Sheridan. Let us away!”
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Two weeks later, off the coast of Nova Scotia

The Cormoran bobs up and down as the powerful entities on its deck look at me with a mix of wonder and bafflement. I place the enchanted loudspeaker before my lips and greet them in appropriate fashion.

“Is this thing working? Oh, it is! Ahem. YOU HAVE RUN AFOUL OF THE DREAD PIRATE ARIANE, QUEEN OF THE WAVES, YOU SORRY BUNCH OF SALTY SEA DOGS! Yes, what is it, Olaf? It is? Excellent. Ahem. MY GUNNER INFORMS ME THAT THE CANNONS ARE READY. BEHOLD THAT ROCK OVER THERE!”

Silence spreads over the calm seas as the powerful warriors exchange befuddled glances.

“Just one moment, please; we were aiming for your ship, so we need to reposition. Behold, the might of the Spirit of Dalton! Are you done already? I can’t— Ah, excellent. I said, behold the might of—”

BOOM!

A cataclysmic blast drowns out all other noises, and a ten-pace long plume of fire erupts from the side of our ship. Far behind and to the side of the enemy ship, a hunk of granite rising from a small islet explodes in a cascade of flaming debris. A dark plume rises from the crater, all that remains of the exposed stone. Smoldering fragments rain down on the waves.

“Nice shot, Olaf! By the Watcher, that rock never saw it coming. Shut up, Sheridan, I handle the threats. What do you even know of proper pirating? You are not even wearing a tricorn and you expect me to take you seriously? Ahem. Where was I? Oh, yes! Bring down your sails, drop anchor, and send someone to parlay, or we will fire upon your vessel. You’ve seen what our guns can do. I invite you to consider the structural integrity and flammable nature of your ship and reach the logical conclusion. Also, our hull is warded, so no funny business. If I see anything suspicious, you will get to visit the local seaweed. Am I clear?”

I see some activity on the deck, including two vampires arguing with each other, one waving at the column of smoke. Eventually, the reasonable one seems to win the argument, as his second throws up his hands in anger. The head vampire lowers a skiff and rows to us. On their ship, nothing stirs.

I decide to return to my throne underneath the mizzen mast to wait. I place my revolver on a nearby barrel and invite a pair of young sailors to resume their strange, leggy dance for my own entertainment.

“Is this necessary?” Sheridan grumbles.

“I could sing,” I reply.

The grumpy ranger does not call my bluff. Eventually, the Mask vampire approaches me, and the negotiations begin.

“Please do not shoot, there are Vassals aboard!” he pleads.

Curses.

Eventually, I am forced to allow them to land under the condition that they all depart soon after. They do not have enough blood or food for a safe trip back. I allow them to replenish their supplies in their secret port. The meeting with their renegade Accords host is somewhat awkward. Two days later, they are gone, bound by an agreement that prevents them from moving against us for the next five years.

I would call that a complete success.

“Ariane, reality is not like your saucy books. Tricorns are not necessary to engage in high-sea banditry.”

“Sheridan, I recall you saying that if it’s stupid but it works, it ain’t stupid. Wear the damn hat.”


127: A House Divided 

Author’s note:

So far, the effects of magic on the world of Journey have been minor. However, the supernatural populations will now start using their power and influence to alter history. This is the point at which the story of Journey’s world diverges from our own, and this effect will only grow more pronounced as time passes.
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Boston, early November 1861

“The Battle of Bull Run, and other skirmishes in Missouri and Virginia, have overwhelmingly favored the Confederacy. We argue that their victory remains a distinct possibility, one that we should not dismiss out of hand. Thank you.”

The Warden of Missouri sits down, and Lord Kouakou stands up to provide an answer.

“The Warden of Louisiana has the floor,” Constantine says with a certain impatience.

“Thank you, Speaker. We would offer a rebuke if the Warden of Missouri had made a point. We have yet to hear how a country split in two is to our advantage. Thank you.”

Lord Kouakou sits back down, and I allow myself a minute smile. Each Warden has two opportunities to speak tonight in order to limit delays. With his answer, Kouakou both preserved his vote and offered a scathing retort.

“Next, we shall hear the proposal of Yann, Warden of Virginia. You have the floor.”

A tall Lord with a hawkish nose and thinning hair stands up. He’s nearly as tall as Constantine himself. He smiles benevolently and speaks in a calm, reasonable voice.

“Ladies and gentlemen, my fellow leaders. As the Speaker mentioned before, we come from very different backgrounds and traveled here pursuing different dreams. There are, however, values that bind us as vampires and as members of the Accords. Values that we all understand and support. One such value is to let mortals be mortals, provide a guiding hand, and appreciate their efforts and failures from a distance.

“For decades now, the nation that we call the United States has existed in an uneasy marriage between two dominant cultures. The North favors progress, the South, tradition. The North favors industry and the South, agriculture. The North promotes equal opportunity while the South relies upon their…peculiar institution, as they call it. Now, the flames of war have ignited, and the country has been torn asunder. Two peoples now stand where once there was one.”

Yann allows himself a condescending smile.

“No matter what Lincoln and members of this assembly believe, there will be no unity even if the North wins. Slavery and segregation are deeply ingrained in the culture of many of the southern states. No defeat, no matter how total, will strip away this legacy. Rather than force the abusive couple back together, would it not be preferable to allow them each to go their separate ways? To choose their path and see where it leads them? Beware, my friends, the cost of hubris, for to favor the Union is to force the hands of mortals when the wish of the many is to separate. My proposal will center on favoring the separation of the two antagonists in a way that minimizes damage. I have spoken.”

“Thank you, Lord Yann,” Constantine says as he stands again. “Does anyone wish to offer a rebuttal?”

I raise my hand, to the surprise of my own party. I can provide an adequate answer to such a trite argument without much effort, while Kouakou and Sephare must guard their time more jealously. The Union faction nods, allowing me to take the floor.

“History is an old thing, and like old things, it tends to repeat itself.”

The tiny jab is well-received.

“Five thousand years have passed since the kings of Sumer sent raiding bands to abduct captives to work their fields. Five millennia since internecine wars tore the cities of Mesopotamia apart. If the mortals have not learned everything they could about secession and slavery since then, they never will. By supporting the Union, we are not putting two people who stand for different ideals back together. We estimate that less than one man in five owns slaves in the south, which means that four in five are somehow convinced that the practice benefits them despite all evidence to the contrary. What we are doing is severing the powerful hold that slave owners have over public opinion.”

Constantine and the others appreciate brevity. Deep inside, none of us will be swayed by words, as we are all creatures of conviction. We’re facing off for the sake of those among us still on the fence. If one party appears irrelevant or unconvincing, they will be seen as weak, and we abhor weakness. If the Union faction is to bring more people to its cause, we need to be perceived as competent and well-prepared. I must be concise and decisive.

“To think that splitting the country in two will afford us more power is a mistake, for our reach in this government will simply shrink.”

This is aimed at the people around Yann. The Confederacy has its capital in Richmond, where the Roland Lord makes his seat. He has the most to gain from their continued existence. The others, however, do not. I’ve merely reminded everyone that Yann is far from an impartial observer.

“More borders, more taxes, more regulations, a perpetual state of hostility, and a rift that only widens with every year: this is what we will all have to contend with. I have spoken.”

I sit back down. Constantine lets another Warden speak up. This one is a Roland from Quebec and a secret ally of Sephare.

One thing that Sinead taught me is that the mind is an imperfect tool. For example, if one proposal is immediately dismissed as ridiculous, then the next one will appear more attractive by comparison. Such biases also affect us vampires. We are, after all, made from human molds. Sephare and Yann know this, which is why Yann offered his proposal after the Warden of Missouri’s weak statement. The Warden of Quebec will be used as a sacrificial tool to introduce Sephare’s own resolution.

After a short speech on the possibility of neutrality, his opinion is quickly deemed as pointless by both larger factions.

But Sephare does not speak last. Kouakou does.

It surprises me a bit. The tall Ekon Lord usually contents himself with letting the smooth Hasting handle diplomacy. They focus most of their efforts on their home fief of Louisiana, as well as the numerous requests for freedom they receive from their Supplicants.

“Ladies and gentlemen of the Accords, thank you for hearing me tonight. I fear that the topic of our debate has drifted away from its true core. The war, the splitting of the land, even the peripheral questions such as state rights—they all are ancillary to the heart of this matter: that one person in eight in this country are colored slaves. Slavery itself is the crux of tonight’s meeting.”

A daring approach, and one that serves Kouakou well. Despite some posturing, our dealings are mostly cold and methodical, and yet tonight Kouakou speaks with a fire that I did not expect from one of us outside of battle.

“In the past year, I traveled north of my state to attend to some errand. I rode on horseback from New Orleans to a plantation near the border of Arkansas. I rode alone. In that short period of time, I slew seven men who tried to rob me, and Charmed several more out of my path despite my burning desire to kill them. I am tired of it. Tired of the same requests to reunite a mother and her child, to take revenge against an overseer for the loss of a limb or a relative. I am tired of the perpetual institutional discrimination I must tolerate on my own land for the sake of peace. I say this now: there is no coming back.”

I resist the urge to turn to Sephare and gauge her reaction. This feels off-script. It would not help anyway; the wily Hasting would never betray her reaction.

“I cannot withdraw from mortal affairs when said mortal affairs prevent me from moving across my land. I cannot let the mortals experiment when said experimentation leads to the suffering of my followers. I am not cattle, and I am done pretending to be. We finally have the opportunity to resolve a conflict that has brewed for decades. We can purge the wound and reunite the central nation of the Accords, or we can let it fester in endless warfare until every drop of blood drawn by a lash has been repaid by one drawn by a sword.”

Stupefied silence descends upon us. I never expected him to be so vehement! And…I like it. Finally, some politics I can get behind!

“I will now present a proposal for full support of the Union in their mission to reabsorb the South. We will offer both measures to allow war to come to a swift conclusion, as well as ways for our southern brethren to offset the losses incurred by the emancipation of their workforce. Please be advised that our ability to assist is limited, and so is my patience. I have spoken.”

Meaning that only the southern Lords who vote with us will be compensated.

In the end, we are left with four proposals. Constantine calls the session to recess until we have had time to study them in detail. We all retreat back to our respective aisles of the manor, and pretend that it does not show the clear faction split. We take some time to read the printed documents until Sephare interrupts us as she struts into the room we have chosen as our gathering spot.

“Do not waste your time reading the ‘neutrality’ and ‘stalling’ proposals. They are not true factions, merely decoys. Ariane, please see Wilhelm while the rest of us plan. He has something for you.”

I barely had time to get off my ship in time for the vote, so I have little idea what the man has in store for me. I stand up, leaving Melusine to pore over Yann’s proposal. She did not need Sephare’s advice to discern that the two other texts were inconsequential.

I climb down the manor’s busy stairs to the steward’s office. The entire building is a hive of activity, with security present at every step. Vassals and guards alike step aside to let me through, and my travel time is short.

Wilhelm’s office is still rustic and cozy, with wooden furnishings and earthy tones, but the mood is less welcoming now. An armor stand occupies one corner. Sheathed blades hang from several pegs on the wall. The man himself reviews a map on his desk and casually invites me over to join him.

“We are mobilizing,” he informs me. His dirty blond hair is tied back in a tail, and his beard looks wilder than usual. He is much more woodsman than butler.

“Most Masters and Lords who have not already left are now training in teams under the direction of a few Battelords and experienced fighters like Naminata. One of our three training grounds is in the state of Texas, in the Natalis compound. Lord Jarek just sent us word that he expects to be attacked. I need you to go there and support him during the evacuation.”

“We are not going to attack?”

Wilhelm sighs, his muscular frame making the gesture more visceral.

“We are not ready. You have never been in a vampire war?”

“Not yet.”

“Vampires are most effective when fighting in squad-sized groups, but the volunteer teams we have needbattl to work their kinks out in order to be even remotely effective. We will not have the time to match the coordination of some of our foes, but even a month of training will make the difference between a bunch of fighters vaguely on the same side and a functional raiding party. We do not have a month. The Europeans are moving in.”

“So soon? Are you certain?”

“Yes, and they are right to do so. Lord Jarek wants to transport his retainers and the fighters he has trained north by sea. The land route would not allow fledglings and mortals to make it out in time. The old monster asked for you by name.”

“I’ll have The Dalton’s Spirit depart immediately.”

“They can help with evacuation, but you must leave now. Vadim will help you travel to the compound. Can I count on you?”

“Yes.”

“Vadim will depart after the voting session. If you need anything, let me know.”

“Understood. I will be off then.”

I make my way back to our shared office, only for Melusine to stop me by the entrance. I am still wearing a formal dress, but she is not. I recognize the armored suit I had made for her and enchanted myself, with an elaborate heart protector and an integrated focus in case she loses her usual gauntlet. I designed it from the top down to suit my faithful second. I even wrote ‘hussy’ on the inner plate of the heart protector before sealing it shut.

“Hunting something?” I ask.

“I am coming with you. I have been cooped up for too long. Even a Lancaster must sometimes partake in the king of all hunts, lest I forget the taste of my own blood.”

“The king of all hunts being other vampires.”

“Indeed. So, do you accept?”

I was not aware that I could refuse. Melusine is a City Master, and our agreement is clear.

“Of course. We need only make sure that Vadim can transport the both of us.”

“He said that he could, because we both have blood-bound Nightmares. The strain on his mind will be less.”

“Very well. After the vote.”

“After the vote.”

Truly, the times are grave. We did not even bicker.
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The vote goes exactly as predicted. Every round, the proposal with the least votes is eliminated. Stalling is dismissed first, then the neutrality proposal goes next. Surprisingly, it received support from a few more people than I expected. Still not enough to make a difference, though.

Only twenty-seven Wardens remain after last session’s warning. Seventeen vote for support of the Union, while ten vote for support of the Confederacy. Thanks to my and Sephare’s actions, a number of southern Lords have joined our cause, including the twins. The opposite side is led by Yann, unsurprisingly, and a few Roland and Cadiz, including that backstabbing prick Lord Ceron. Suarez voted in favor of the Union, even though he has much to lose financially. His support split the Cadiz faction in two.

Another vote, and the stalemate remains.

To triumph, the Union faction needs a majority of two-thirds plus one, so nineteen votes. We are two short.

Constantine ends the session with the next planned in three days to allow both sides to conduct backroom negotiations. I fill out the necessary paperwork to delegate Illinois’ voting rights to Sephare while I am absent. Melusine could have done it, but she is coming with me.

“You can depart in peace,” Sephare tells me. “I will work on the other side while you go rescue the big lug. Do keep him alive, please.”

“It might be difficult to convince Yann.”

“Not really. He’s already contacted me with an absolutely outrageous proposal. I refused, of course.”

“You did?” I ask with some surprise.

“Not only was that asshole overly greedy, he also dared to condescend to me. I know his type, and they always think themselves too clever. I will deal with him on my own terms. Have some trust in me, Ariane. When have I let you down when it comes to Florentine politicking?”

“Florentine politics is always a letdown.”

“Pah! You and the other honor-bound straight arrows. You are lucky to have me to steer the ship through these murky waters. In any case, I wish you good luck. Extend my salutations to Jarek and please make sure that he survives. There are few who equal his physical prowess.”

“Yes, he is a mighty warrior.”

“Warrior? Oh! Hmm. Yes, of course.”

What?

“You’d better be on your way,” Sephare finishes.

I return to my own quarters and change into my full battle gear. I no longer travel without access to it, and I even have a compact chest that I can fasten to my back in case of emergencies. Although it might be unwieldy, I would rather appear ridiculous than be again caught without all my tools of destruction. And besides, who would make fun of someone capable of holding a huge chest on her back? No one with a lick of sense.

After writing a list of instructions to Sheridan, who once again disappeared with Melitone somewhere in the bowels of the complex, I grab Melusine and we make our way down. We find Vadim already waiting for us by the stables.

The Vanheim Master sits atop a Nightmare bred for speed. Zana, Melusine’s mare, embodies the pictorial ideal of a lithe romantic horse. Pathetic. By contrast, Metis is a solid warhorse who can plow through a battle line without tragically collapsing for a nearby painter to capture. In fact, she even plowed through a werewolf army and emerged on the other side with bloody hooves and a taste for werewolf ears. I can ask for no better pony.

Almost as if she was designed for me.

I frown suddenly and try to remember if Metis had been that way when I first got her, and find that I cannot quite recall. Not with any measure of certainty. Nightmares are truly mysterious, and so is Vadim’s power. He addresses us as we climb on our mounts.

“Neither one of you have travelled with me so far, so you should listen. There are rules. You must not stop. You must not stray from me. As much as possible, keep your eyes on my back, and for the love of the Eye, stay silent. It will be difficult enough to travel that distance in a single night with three people. I will need all the focus I can get.”

“We understand.”

With one last nod, Vadim rides down the path to the house-filled valley, where the attending mortals dwell. Unlike all other trips, we ignore the main road leading to Boston. The Nightmares ride through the underbrush with haste, their hooves trampling the ground.

We ride faster still.

Trees to either side rush by in our maddened cavalcade. I can still spot the shining lights of civilization in the distance.

“Come on,” Vadim mutters.

I think I can see the road in the distance.

And suddenly, I cannot. The lights, so numerous a few moments ago, disappear one by one until their very existence becomes like a memory. Darkness—not the star-sprinkled black of the night sky, but true darkness—spreads around us. I can no longer see the heavens above us through the suddenly dense canopy. The distant sounds of the city fade in moments, replaced by the silence of the deep forest. The young trees give way to ancient, ossified trunks covered in scarred bark, twisted and gnarled with grasping roots worming their way through the damp loam. Any other creatures would have had to slow down to avoid the many pitfalls there, or risk snapping their legs like twigs. Instead, the Nightmares gallop with renewed vigor, and for good reason. We are, after all, in their world now.

I resist the urge to call upon a light spell, unused to the impenetrable veil that blocks my sight. Anything that attracts attention here would be…unwise, as there are other things besides Nightmares that call this alien world their home. Sometimes, whatever small radiance makes its way down from above glints on a spider web, on small glittering eyes hiding amongst the heavy boughs. We stop for nothing. Whoever falls here will be condemned to amble through the infinite forest until the Thirst claims their minds.

Time soon loses its meaning. I have no need to direct Metis, as she knows exactly where to go. I do not let the fear of the unknown grasp the cold part of my mind. Instead, I call my instincts to the surface and ride on the euphoric wave of the exhilarating journey. We no longer need to appear human. We can cast aside our worries about the war, both the mortal one and ours, because we have no way of impacting it for now. There is just us and the dark world of Nightmares, the prey we will find at the end of the trail. I turn to Melusine and give her my best smile. She spares me a glance. A deep understanding passes between us, one that needs no words, and her serious air melts under the euphoria she allows herself to feel. We hiss together and the Nightmares answer with amused snorts. Vadim’s back relaxes. He joins us.

And then something moves in front of us, something massive. I hear a growl. I spot matted dark fur.

We have no time for you.

Get.

Out.

Of.

THE.

WAY.

“ROOOAAAR!”

The warcry is echoed by two others and the angry neighs of our flesh-eating partners. The thing growls more and shuffles away, more annoyed than scared. I laugh at this amazing scene and we continue, never stopping.

It takes us a small eternity to see our destination. I can tell that we approach when the fabric of the forest thin, and we catch whiffs of pine and iodine.

“Just…a little…more,” Vadim mutters in an exhausted voice. One last effort, and we burst out of the forest’s edge and onto a sandy beach, the sea crashing underneath the hooves of our mounts. They slow down. I can feel the heat radiating from a tired Metis, her labored breaths expanding her powerful flanks. Her glossy hide is wet with sweat.

Vadim’s is barely better. The Vanheim Master slumps on the back of his ride. He is spent.

“Come on, we are nearly there,” I tell them.

I recognize the coastline, having traveled it several times in the past. We are some miles north of the Natalis village. The frigid wet of Boston is far away. The weather here is clement enough that a small shawl over a dress would suffice. We have crossed two thousand miles in only a few hours.

No earthly creatures can match that speed.

“An impressive display, Vadim.”

“Enjoy it, Warden…because I am not doing it again.”

I pat the lanky man on the shoulder and send Metis into a trot. We cross over dunes covered with tall grass and in between palm trees. Vadim fell short by about twenty miles, but I can hardly complain in the face of his extraordinary performance. It will take days for the Spirit of Dalton to travel so far south.

We arrive with plenty of time to spare before dawn. The Natalis village is as organic and eclectic as I remember. While most of the newer buildings show a definitive Hispanic influence, the vampire dwellings range in style, from wooden huts to Alpine chalets. Anyone seeing it for the first time would believe that they have stumbled upon an impossibly-sized carnival, blue shutters on white walls offering a counterpoint to high-peaked dachas that would not look out of place on the shores of the Black Sea. The entire city squirms with mortals loading and unloading skiffs carrying cargo to transport ships. They work with singular discipline that armies would envy. A powerfully-built Master oversees the process, surrounded by an entourage of administrators. We maneuver through the crowd and dismount to address him out of politeness, but he moves forward and hails us as soon as we come into view.

“Are you Ariane of the Nirari?”

“Yes, and this is Vadim of the Vanheim and Melusine of the Lancasters,” I reply. I introduced them by order of seniority.

“You are here sooner than planned. Thank you. Lord Jarek waits in the Wolf’s Maw, at the end of the valley.”

I know of the place. Jarek erected several strongholds across the arable lands his clan owns. Wolf’s Maw is the most defensible one. It guards the entrance to his domain.

We depart immediately.

The wheat fields are empty of both men and stalks this late in the year. Fallow expanses of earth give the place a desolate air only made more desperate by the late evacuees rushing to the piers.

I find Lord Jarek on a large stone overlooking a maze of rocky outcrops and brush marking the end of his land. I recognize the stone. He brought it here himself.

Most of the time, the Natalis paragon wears custom-made clothes in a variety of styles, all having in common a singular feature: they looked like disguises on their owner’s titanic frame. Now, wearing armor, he looks more natural than ever.

While Loth’s armor is a streamlined suit of interlocking scales designed for speed and efficiency, Jarek’s plates look like someone once decided to wear his own portable bank vault and went to work with a forge, persistence, and no sense of design. I know the impression is deceptive, of course. It still reinforces the warlord’s image as a force of nature, an avatar of power with no finesse and no particular need for it. Plates and spikes and enough jutting parts to catch someone off-guard. I would know. I have been on their receiving end more than a few times as we sparred.

“Thank you for being here,” he tells me without opening his eyes.

“Of course. So, hmm, what is happening exactly?”

Lord Jarek remains silent so long that I almost think that he is ignoring me. When he speaks, his deep, gravelly voice rolls over me.

“Bertrand’s soldiers will soon be upon us. The trained Masters and most of my people are already on the ships. The civilians will stay and shall not be harmed, but my retainers still need some time to board the transports. I called for help to hold back the first waves long enough for all of my people to escape. That is what is happening.”

“Us and who else?”

“There is a second team with Lord Islaev inside of the fort. They will provide backup. You are with me.”

“You want me to be part of your team?”

“Yes.”

Another moment of silence until he asks me a question. “Do you know why I picked you out of all the others I could choose?”

“I am unsure.”

“Two reasons. First, you understand. You did not ask me to fall back and regroup with Constantine.”

I could not even contemplate Jarek leaving while his people are not safe.

“Yes, I can see it in your aura. Others will ask me to see the big picture. They would batter my ears with talks of strategy and the long-term while invaders trample my home, take my children. You are like me, Ariane of the Nirari. You understand. The second reason is that I can count on you to watch my back. We have been allies for a long time.”

“But why do you not use your own people?” I finally ask, afraid of the answer.

“Because the two Lords have their own squads, and the Masters are too weak.”

I am reminded that I have never, ever landed a wound on Jarek during our spars, at least not when he was wearing his armor. He seldom even materialized his gauntlets.

“Out of all the Masters present in the Accords, only you can reliably survive it.”

It?

Jarek turns to me. His gaze is black as coal and just as burning.

“You will finally see the real deal, Ariane of the Nirari. You will see a vampire war, a battle with Lords on both sides. And you will witness it, I who was turned by Natalis himself. You will see my Magna Arqa. I hope you live to tell the tale.”


128: First Blood 

The heavy axe slides against Rose at the perfect angle. Most of the strength bleeds away along the edge, and I strike the man facing me with the pommel. A series of quick jabs pushes him away. A hint from my intuition, and I dodge under an attack from my rear while sweeping Rose behind me. It deploys, hitting both the target close to me to the front and the one farther behind me in one perfect strike. They reel.

“Darkness.”

I will not use Likaean here, especially not when those around me are on my side.

“Fireblast!” Melusine yells from behind.

A powerful spell crashes against the two men in heavy armor. They do not see it coming through the veil of my disorienting magic, and they fall to the ground to smother the flames. Since I am in a generous mood, I conjure some ice to help them. A second later, Lord Islaev crashes against a nearby rock. He stands back up immediately, no worse for the wear.

“Enough of this. I do not enjoy hitting my head against a wall,” he says, his long Cossack mustache quivering with outrage.

I was mistaken. His pride took a serious wound.

Jarek lands next to us a moment later, symbolically helping his ally to his feet.

“You are correct. We enjoy too much of an advantage now. Thank you for bringing us to that point.”

The prideful Islaev grunts, then slaps Jarek on the shoulder with a bitter smile. It sounds like someone smacked a sledgehammer against an ironclad’s hull.

“I have done worse for less worthy causes. Your triumph is my triumph.”

“Thank you, old friend.”

Both teams dust themselves off and enjoy a tense handshake. We have trained relentlessly for two nights already, one team against another, and enjoyed great progress. I always thought that the curse of vampirism was our lack of inspiration. It appears that this flaw does not extend to combat. Indeed, Jarek’s team has made incredible progress.

Jarek is the vanguard of the formation as the strongest fighter. I was informed that the vanguard’s role varies from team to team depending on its composition. As far as Jarek is concerned, his role is to get into the thick of it and distribute punishment, a task he excels at. My role is to keep his back clear, which involves fighting multiple opponents. I am, in return, covered by Melusine and Vadim.

Vadim fights with knives in a style that reminds me a lot of Urchin, while Melusine is one of the handful of vampire mages capable of using fire. Hers is a smoky, smoldering thing that chokes and consumes, a great tool against other creatures of the night. I use my own style to give them the openings they need to bring their might to bear.

I am surprised at how well we work together, especially Melusine and I. I am instinctive and aggressive while she is patient and decisive. She has an excellent sense of timing, and I create a lot of opportunities with the confidence that she will exploit them. Vadim is more of a lone wolf fighter who functions best when fighting at the edges of the formation, and Jarek can focus on raising hell when he knows that he will not be outflanked. Our high degree of coordination is serendipitous, although we are barely scratching the surface. My understanding is also that Jarek’s Magna Arqa is quite destructive, and he needs a powerful rear guard who can survive it to truly let loose.

Our training finished for now, we check our gear and head back to the Maw. The woods surrounding the gated fortress mostly consist of shrubs and small trees. It offers more than enough cover for a small force, which is what we will be facing anyway. I follow Jarek as he climbs atop the guard tower and stares wistfully at the eastern horizon.

“I should have brought more boats.”

I do not object. We still need to evacuate a handful of fledglings and recent Masters who lack the training and mentality to be of much help. The overloaded ships are heading towards New Orleans, the next safe city. It will take at least another two days for them to return under ideal circumstances. We do not know yet how close the vanguard of what I assume must be the Expansion Faction is. There are footsteps behind us.

We both turn to see the Natalis’s one rented mage climbing up the stairs. He catches his breath and makes his report.

“My Lord, we have contact.”

“Where?”

“The de la Vega hacienda. One full team. There are also rumors that gringos have gathered to the south, but I cannot say for sure.”

“I see. Thank you. Can you and Warden Nirari stay in contact?”

The mage winces. “She will have to be the one to contact me, on account of…”

He trails off. I have not publicized the existence of the earrings, so most people do not know how I avoid magical detection, and I would prefer to keep it that way.

“It will do,” Jarek replies calmly. “Please return to the docks. We have work to do.”

Curiosity and worry bloom on the mage’s face. He has been in their employ for a long while, and the Natalis remain one of the more light-handed clans around. His show of loyalty does him credit.

Nevertheless, the mortal knows that we will not explain ourselves, and he obeys. I wait for Jarek to decide.

“We will sally forth,” he finally says.

I understand. Fortifications are no use against vampires. As the outnumbered party, we must go on the offensive and attempt to defeat them before they can muster their full strength. This course of action is risky without proper information, however.

“We go now.”

Well, that was decisive.

I follow the Natalis Lord downstairs, and we gather once more into our respective teams. I cannot help but feel we are being rash. Most of the time, my attacks are planned.

“We have Europeans sniffing about the de la Vega Hacienda. We go fast, we go hard, and we take prisoners. Are we in agreement?”

Quite a few eyes settle on me. What? I do not Devour everyone I fight! They should know this by now!

“We are in agreement,” I say between gritted teeth. Jarek notices and smiles.

“I will take point. Vadim and Horacio will scout our flanks. Now, go.”

And we are off. We exit the Maw at full speed and approach the road, then quickly angle north and west through dense forest. We are mostly silent despite our speed, and the auras of Vadim and Horacio quickly disappear from my perception. I cannot help but feel a rush of excitement despite the danger. This will be the first battle of the war.

We sprint through the difficult terrain like shadows. Lesser vampires would fear the energy expenditure of an hours-long trek, but we are not them. A mortal on our path would perhaps see something out of the corner of his eye, a flicker of movement, but we would be long gone before he turned to examine the unknown. It feels great to run with peers in perfect silence. It feels great to hunt with others who are WORTHY. More than that, it feels great to chase after the greatest of prey: ourselves.

Jarek knows the path. The land around us grows more rugged until we arrive at the edge of a valley. A large compound with whitewashed walls and a red tile roof occupies one side of the valley, with tilled fields and dependent houses spreading across the rest. There are no signs of our foes. Jarek waits, and soon our scouts—Vadim and the Master from Islaev’s team—return. They use call signs to pass on their findings with inhuman speed. Vadim detected a foe by the gates, and Horacio another by the scattering of smaller houses.

Jarek turns to us and signs orders. Islaev’s team sprints to the side and we wait for a minute to let them get in position.

“Now.”

We rush to the main building, forfeiting stealth. A cry reveals that we have been spotted, but it comes too late. We cross the gate to the hacienda’s inner courtyard and find three foes, two Masters on either side of a Lord in full metal armor covered in runes. He drops a book he was holding. Jarek charges and smashes against the Lord, who barely manages to survive a left hook to the chest, crashing against the house for his trouble. I wait for it to happen and extend my gauntlet towards the closest fighter who had been sent stumbling. She is a fencer, with a sharp foil and dark scale armor. I cannot see her face behind her helm, but I perceive from her aura that she is a strong Lancaster.

“Promethean.”

I use one of Constantine’s signature spells. Red chains erupt from my gauntlet and latch onto the unbalanced Master’s frame. I can summon only two while the Speaker is able to manifest five times that amount, but they are difficult to cast, if cheap.

“Shield!” she replies. I expected it. All Lancaster Masters are trained warmages.

Instead of hitting the translucent barrier, the chains snake around and over it, encasing the foe in a crimson coffin. I immediately turn and block the other Master’s strike with Rose’s guard.

The responses are simultaneous.

Melusine’s shieldbreaker spell crashes against the Lancaster Master, sending her reeling. I lower my center of gravity and whip Rose into the second Master’s plate armor, flipping him and the dagger he was aiming at my heart. Jarek ducks under a horizontal counter-swipe from the Lord with an agility that belies his massive size and grabs the Lord’s leg. That one does not know it yet, but he is done for.

The book hits the ground.

Jarek pulls and sends the enemy Lord crashing to the ground, armor and all.

“Magna Arqa!” the downed fighter screams, and three copies of him appear and strike Jarek simultaneously. I also pull my captive towards me. She falls. Two fire spells hit her armored flank. Her hair catches on fire. The other Master and I exchange fast blows, and it becomes clear that he is trying to disengage.

Jarek uses his gauntlets to block the strikes to his heart and neck, letting a third plunge into his abdomen. He counter-attacks by moving forward, pushing two images back and letting the other dig deeper into his body. He hammers down on his prone target with both gauntlets. Dust rises from the impact and gravel is sent flying. The torched Master is screaming now, and her companion turns to run. Vadim stabs him in the neck and armpit as he does so.

The fallen book flops on its side.

Jarek lunges back with the Lord’s battered frame in front of him to shield him from further blows. The Magna Arqa imitations flicker. Melusine quenches the flames on the fallen Master, still held in chains, and stabs her in the neck in the same motion. The wounded Master falls in Vadim’s arms. He will not stand again tonight. Jarek’s humongous mitt grabs the other Lord’s like a bloodhound bites a rabbit. There are creaks of abused metal. I glance over and see a curious pistol in the victim’s grip. How modern!

Jarek frowns.

“A flare gun. He wanted to send a signal,” I explain.

“I see.”

Jarek pries the gun out of the other man’s grip, snapping a few fingers in the process. The enemy Lord’s face cannot be seen under his helmet, and he does not make a sound despite the rough treatment.

The Natalis Lord considers the implement with some curiosity, raises it, and fires.

I watch the red plume climb to the heavens, where it explodes with a light pop. Islaev arrives as we stare up at the shower of sparks. He looks at the gun in Jarek’s hand.

“Is that wise?”

“I suppose we will find out. Vadim, can you transport the three prisoners to the pier? They will know what to do.”

“We have found a fourth, by the way, and there was most likely a fifth. She covered his retreat.”

Islaev turns around and one of his men brings forth a burly woman in leather armor with, of all things, a bow. She was stabbed in the heart.

“Almost took my eye out,” Islaev comments drily. His bald head still shows a few spots of dark blood.

“I do not suppose you would tell us where your last teammate went?” Jarek asks the vanquished Lord, still held straight in front of him.

“Unless you plan on…extracting that piece of information from me, no,” the prisoner answers in a breathy voice, possibly because of the broken ribs. His armor is in poor shape. “We are still abiding by the rules of war even if our leader does not consider you a valid faction. You know what I mean,” he continues. Bertrand did not grace us with a declaration of war. He considers us too far beneath him. We are merely rebels he plans to bring back to the flock. Yet the state of the hacienda shows that his soldiers have not engaged in wholesale slaughter yet. That could change, however, depending on Bertrand’s mindset and our own actions.

“I do. And you will not be interrogated. I must still, however, disable you.”

“Would my word not suffice?”

“Not in this instance. I would say that I am sorry, but…you are attacking my land.”

Jarek grasps the man’s helmet between his gauntlet and crushes it. There is a sharp cry, the moan of tortured metal and snapped bones, then silence.

“Ariane, did you want to sample him?” Jarek asks as an afterthought. How very thoughtful of him! Still, I shake my head.

“He is your prey, not mine. I will take a few drops from the Lancaster though.”

“I understand. Hurry up, please.”

Islaev’s team helps Vadim load the bodies on his Nightmare while I pick up the defeated mage. Melusine kneels by my side.

“Remember, do not kill her,” she asks with a hint of worry.

“I assure you, Melusine, if I were in the habit of breaking my word to drain annoying Lancaster witches, you would know,” I hiss back. The gall!

My prey tastes of old magic and the sea. As expected, she is quite strong. We were fortunate to catch them off guard, outnumbered, and separated, or the battle would have been more challenging.

We would still have won, of course.

We let Vadim go back to the Natalis hold loaded with bodies, and Jarek immediately leaves the inner courtyard.

“Their reinforcements should converge here. I expect that most of our enemies will be south of us, but perhaps we can get lucky and run into a reconnaissance team to the north. Unfortunately, there is no time to contact the base. Whatever happens, we return to the base afterward. Now go.”

We rush out again. Jarek knows the land well, and we cut through rough shrubbery to a well-traveled road snaking to the north. If a team comes from there, they will probably follow this path. Jarek pushes his home advantage to its maximum. A gesture, and we slow down and hide our presence on either side of the dusty road. We do not have to wait for long. I end up almost nose-to-nose with a fast-moving Master after only a minute or two. Auras flare all across the battlefield.

The other team finds itself, once more, outnumbered. Jarek goes for their Lord, a bald man with a hooked nose and a severe face only wearing form-fitting clothes. He fights with strange daggers that include knuckle-guards and reacts immediately, flowing smoothly under and around Jarek’s assault. Their dance is deadly and patient, two Battlemasters with similar styles and centuries of experience.

It goes poorly for the rest of the team.

Within moments, Islaev is mangling a tall, spear-wielding fighter, while the rest of us overwhelm the opposing party. They start a fighting retreat and, eventually, run away, but not before someone uses another flare. We give chase shortly, with the Lord using a Magna Arqa that makes his body liquid and impervious to most blows.

Only my intuition saves me from a painful wound. I twist on myself and a heavily-enchanted javelin slides along the scales of my armor. We’ve been flanked? The reinforcements must have been close by.

In moments, the dynamic of the fight changes. I rush to Melusine’s aid as she fends off an aggressive man wielding a sword and dagger. I cast a quick bind spell and distract him for long enough for Melusine to stab him with her foil, but the wound is not enough to take him down. It is enough for her to disengage. I attack.

Three Masters rush me, but soon Islaev is by my side, and so is a Lady in heavy armor with two axes. She and Islaev trade blows, him with a titanic saber and her with her brutal instruments. Their quick movements disrupt the flowing battle line.

I am in my element.

Chaos is perfect for me. It fits my style, and it allows me to make full use of my intuition. Feint low, and the blade dodged strikes another. Spells countered and avoided reach other targets, adding to the razor edge-maneuvering of high-speed combat. The battle is an infinitely complex ballet as fast as lightning and as strategic as chess, an inhuman display where every moment is a painting begging to be immortalized, every motion honed by thousands, tens of thousands of hours of practice. The game of immortals.

I love it.

Three Battlemasters is still too much for me, and I am forced to use every trick I know to delay them. I throw knives and use blood bolts to slow them. Rose extends and retracts and twirls and slices from my hand. It lives in the blood we spill together. IN THE HEART OF WAR, AS IT SHOULD BE. I block a spear thrust and pull a foe towards me to use his body as a shield, then boot him away with a shot to the chest. He manages to sidestep at the last moment so I miss his heart, then duck under a spell before I can exploit the opening. One wrong move and it is all over. I do not make wrong moves, but others do.

Little by little, the fighters’ focus wavers, and mistakes lead to glancing blows, to severed fingers, then the atrocious pain of enchanted blades and soul weapons adds to the strain of perfection. Unexpected techniques such as the combination of my darkness spell and Melusine’s ranged attacks add to the mix until I get my chance. I allow a swordsman to land a blow on me, the blade going through my left armguard. The counterattack almost decapitates him. Rose feeds me figments of essence from the blood I shed, a small reward for VANQUISHED PREY.

I feel something coming from behind and dodge to the side. The Master attacking me is sent careening away.

“Take this and follow Horacio,” Jarek says. He hands me something that squishes under my grip. I recognize the insensate form of the unarmored Lord. His right side has been pulped.

Ew.

I turn around and immediately obey, following Islaev’s team’s scout. Behind us, our two Lords lay into the enemy to delay them. We disengage and run for it. Horacio does something and our auras flicker, then we are heading east towards the ocean and our base. Both Jarek and Islaev soon join us, sporting new wounds.

It takes us only ten minutes or so to reach the Maw. We enter the fortress, not that it will make much of a difference if the Expansion faction’s main force comes to repay us. Jarek walks up to me as I enter the wooden fort’s barracks and lifts the Lord’s body from my shoulder.

“I will return shortly. Keep your eyes open.”

“What if they follow us?” I ask, wary of splitting our already meager forces.

“I am certain that they will withdraw for tonight,” he answers.

I glare at Jarek. Many of his actions tonight seem reckless to me, and it sets me on edge. We are at the beginning of the game, and if we are already taking desperate risks, it will not be long before we are punished for it. Intuition can only carry me so far in the face of the ineluctable.

“Do you trust me?” Jarek says to my surprise.

I will have to be honest.

“I did until tonight.”

Jarek smiles lightly, still covered in his damaged armor. A single chuckle shakes his mighty frame.

“I suppose that this is fair.”

To my surprise, he leans forward and whispers in my ear at a volume so low that not even vampires could eavesdrop.

“I will explain why, but for now I need you to act naturally. This involves showing signs of discomfort. Would you grant me this boon?”

I do not like it. I do not like it at all, and yet I owe the Natalis Lord. Between his support, his training, and the help he provides John, I am in his debt.

“Yes. For one more night.”

“That is all we will need. If no ships have come tomorrow, we will have to try our luck on land.”

I watch him leave. Jarek is tense, and he shows a fatalistic streak that I do not trust. I sincerely hope that I am mistaken.

I return to Melusine as we wait for Jarek’s return. The Natalis compound has several secret underground dwellings to hide vampires in times of crisis. We were shown one yesterday, and we were informed that we would be led to another tonight as well.

“This was my first vampire battle,” Melusine admits as we wait by a log wall, alone.

“What did you think?” I ask.

“I feel more at ease in an office, taking notes while eavesdropping on a board of directors meeting. My bloodline favors the subtle influence we can wield against mortals. Your Charm is decent despite your upbringing…”

This twit.

“... and so you can understand the appeal of the subtle arts. We Lancasters have long been compared to spiders sitting at the center of their webs. I am sure that you can see why.”

“You have hairy legs?”

“No need to be crass. We derive more satisfaction from clever plays than from violent, direct hunts. Not like you…”

No barbs? She must be concerned.

“You look different when you are in the middle of battle. Most of the time, you appear so reserved. Not demure, just…distant. Yet in a true battle, you are so... alive. The smiles. The bared fangs. I think I understand now how we are similar, yet apart.”

“You do not enjoy being on the edge? Winning?” I ask with some curiosity. She considers my question in silence for a moment. The fort is quiet around us, the others having split up to keep watch.

“I enjoy winning, but not particularly the process leading to it. We are fortunate that I endeavored to keep myself battle-ready throughout the years, and still timing spells and keeping your foes from your back took every ounce of concentration I possessed. Fending off that Master with my blade got the ‘blood pumping’, if you will forgive me the expression, but not that much.”

“I see. Did you know it would be like that before you volunteered to join me?”

This time, she does not hesitate.

“I volunteered to join you because the vagaries of war made me wary, and facing your fears directly is still the best way to conquer them.”

She hesitates, then continues. “And also because if you die here, I will have to deal with another Warden, and I cannot count on you not to fall.”

“Really?” I scoff. “Does my record not speak for itself?”

“Let us see. Charging into a fiery inferno and ranks of Gabrielites with dubious allies?”

“It was the best way. And I did save you.”

“Getting trialed and tortured?”

“That was Anatole’s fault.”

“Stabbed in the heart in a duel after less than six months of life?”

“That was Jimena!”

“You were almost swallowed by a mutant alligator.”

“Operative word: almost.”

“And almost roasted by sunlight? Twice?”

“That doesn’t count!”

“And the pigs…”

“For the love of the Watcher, leave the pigs out of this!”

“My point, my dear Warden, is that for someone who claims to avoid death, he certainly gives you quite a few courtesy visits.”

“Hey! Well. Perhaps you do have a point.”

We stand in silence for a while, until a revelation finally dawns on my tired brain.

“Wait…Did you come here to protect me?!”

“You know what I want presently?” Melusine asks me suddenly. I cannot help but observe that she ignored my question.

“What do you want?” I ask.

“Jarek.”

I glare. “Is that a jest?”

“Would you mind spending the night alone? I have things on my mind.”

“Hussy. Shameless harlot!”

“We do not all have provincial European Lords to entertain us in bed, Ariane. Speaking of which...”

Jarek returns, his eyes distant. Melusine steps away from the wall and struts confidently to the Natalis warrior.

“My Lord, there was something I wanted your opinion on before dawn, if you are so inclined,” she calmly declares.

That would be her chest. Definitely her chest.

“Why, certainly. I was just about to show everyone to their quarters.”

It appears that I will spend the day alone.
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I wake up in a secured steel sarcophagus hidden behind a false wall hidden behind a shelf hidden under a trapdoor hidden in the middle of the fields. I make my way through rows of supplies left here as a distraction and grab some water from a barrel for a bit of cleaning. I then proceed to scream when another false wall rolls down. Those are purely mechanical, so I did not detect it through my magical sense.

“Have I come at a bad time?” Jarek asks as he pokes his head out of a narrow tunnel.

“GET OUT!”

Five minutes later and now properly armored, I invite him in and we sit across a simple table in the center of the refuge.

“My apologies. If it is any comfort, I have seen a lot of naked bodies in my days.”

“That is no comfort at all!”

“Let us focus on the matter at hand. I have great news: the Spirit of Dalton just came to port.”

“What? Already? That’s impossible.”

“My understanding is that their steam engine received a large supply of magical fuel just before they left. Your mages, as well as a few volunteers gathered by Sephare, have managed to push it beyond what should be possible.”

“They must have messed up something.”

“They did. Your mages are all exhausted as well. On the other hand, this gives me some leeway in what will follow. I assume that you have found some of my actions over the past few days…questionable.”

I frown and cross my arms, leaning back into the simple chair, which groans under the weight of my armor.

“Indeed. Your sortie was reckless. Announcing your presence was stupid.”

“I will not deny that it was risky, but much less so than you assume. Allow me to elaborate. In every major vampire war, half of the battle is knowledge acquisition. Outmatched factions win if they find where to strike and how. There are several famous examples throughout history.”

“I understand the concept.”

“Then know that you have unwittingly been at the forefront of such a war.”

I have?

“How?” I ask, somewhat annoyed that no one told me.

“Sephare was certain that one or several Wardens would sell us out, and she was right. She sends most Wardens a weekly report with valuable information. I see you frown, and you do not receive it because she keeps you appraised in person. You are, after all, allied.”

“Uh-huh.”

“In the past few weeks, she has disseminated enough information to compromise a few select assets in Mexico. Those were all lost.”

“Sacrificial pawns?”

“Precisely. Since the fall of my hold was deemed…inevitable, we have decided to use it as an opportunity to ascertain the identity of our leak. Sephare let it be known that I would evacuate my people and stay until the last moment with only a token force. She judged that Bertrand could not resist the appeal of taking me out of the conflict early on. She was correct.”

“How does this relate to my, errr, contribution?”

“Two weeks ago, she sent several different reports instead of just one. Those we suspect just received valuable information about the location of our underground caches—not the ones we are currently occupying of course, but others. I will be personally notified of each and every one that gets opened during tonight’s battle thanks to a handy artefact I purchased, I might add, from the White Cabal. My thanks. Now, we need bait for the plan to work for sure, and that bait is prisoners. The Expansion Faction will want to extract them as soon as night falls.”

“Could they not send mortals before?”

“It would have happened already, and it would have been foolish. It would take hours for mortals to find the exact location of the caches, and then no one with half a brain would go underground in a vampire base. In any case, the caches will be breached shortly after dusk, and then we will know the identity of the culprit or culprits.”

“Bertrand could decide to delay the attack.”

“Like all plans, this one has a chance of failing. Nevertheless, we must try, and I am confident in this one. You see, Sephare understands Bertrand. He is a man who must appear to be strong in order to lead that unruly pack of sybarites he calls a ‘faction’. Losing two Lords in the first battle is not something he can tolerate. He will go to any lengths to repair that blow to his reputation.”

“Including placing his trust in a backstabber?”

“Precisely. From his perspective, it costs him nothing. Even if he suspects foul play, the safety of the traitor will mean little to him. Bertrand abhors those who switch sides in times of peril.”

“Fair enough. You still haven't—”

Jarek raises a hand to interrupt me. “I am giving you the full background for a reason, Ariane of the Nirari. Be silent.”

I am a bit chastised. Jarek never loses his patience with me.

“You are a known quantity for Bertrand. Your survival in Sweden and France irked him. He will want to handle you…personally. As such, all of his faction knows of you, and your presence in yesterday’s battle would have been reported back to him. This is why I asked for you specifically. This is also why I attacked the scouting parties. And yes, I knew where the scouting parties would be. I did not act at random. Do not ask me how.”

“Fair enough.”

“By fighting alongside me, you revealed that Bertrand’s information was not entirely accurate. This bought us enough time to finish evacuation while he regroups and prepares.”

“At high risk to myself.”

“I give you my word that I will cover your retreat.”

I stop at that. Does he mean that he will…no, I cannot accept this.

“We need you.”

“We need to win. Victory takes sacrifices. If I am not captured, Bertrand will look for the causes of his failure and he might find them. He must win today so that we may all win tomorrow.”

I glare, because I finally realized something. “You never intended to leave.”

“I made myself a promise. I will never abandon my family and my domain ever again. If I fall now, then so be it. Just make sure to capture enough people to exchange me later.”

“Oh, I thought you were going to, you know, die.”

“No one has died so far. Let us keep it that way, shall we?”

I exhale and lean back into the rickety chair. I knew that we needed some time to merge our different bands into a functional military. Apparently, we also need to root out traitors. Fair enough.

“What about Bertrand?”

It is Jarek’s turn to glare. “If you can take him down, I will personally petition you to become queen of America.”

“Wow.”

“And by that, I mean that it will not happen. Not within this century or the next.”

“Ah.”

“Enough of this. You understand what I must do and why. Your role is to escape when I tell you to, and bring Mel with you.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Mel?”

Jarek is not amused. “Yes, Mel. Do you know that she can hold my entire—”

“Aaaaatatata not listening!”

“—between her—”

“ALRIGHT! Fine. I understand.”

“Do not wrestle with a pig if you are afraid of mud, Ariane.”

I grumble, but I know when I have been defeated.

“As I was saying before your constant interruptions, you must wait for my information, then leave however you can. Board your ship if possible, otherwise, go by land. Our time will be short.”

“I understand.”

“Good. I had Islaev’s team board via sarcophagus, so it will be you, Mel, and me. I will come and get you just before night.”

I nod, and he leaves. This all feels like a gambit I had no idea I would be playing. I should have expected my allies to use me as a tool, and I cannot blame them. Of course Sephare would not share with me information that I do not need. Of course Jarek would do the same. The stakes are too high for us to use half-measures. It still pains me to realize that despite my efforts, I amount to little more than a pawn in this age-old game. A large pawn, I suppose, a bishop or a knight perhaps, but still a piece on the board. I could get angry and ask for more, but I do not have the heart. I want to win more than I want to understand. There will still be time to grow afterward.

I spend the rest of the afternoon preparing my weapons.
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“Are you ready?” Jarek asks.

We can feel it. The sun is setting. The last rays of crimson light drift away from the land. Our time is almost here.

It is night.

We burst out of the cache. We merely need to last long enough for the trap to spring. We now stand near a large boulder surrounded by fallow fields, with the port and the welcome shape of The Dalton’s Spirit to the right. Just as I rush out, I freeze in my tracks in surprise, and so does Melusine. Only Jarek seems unaffected.

I have seen vampires being grandiose, being determined, and being brilliant. I have never before witnessed vampires being systematic.

Every five hundred yards in every direction, a sarcophagus has been planted into the ground. As we watch, perhaps thirty fighters emerge from them all across the Natalis hold. We are vastly, vastly outnumbered.

I turn to the ship and realize that it does not rest at the pier, but easily two hundred yards out with its guns deployed. We just stepped onto a battlefield.

And a massive crimson veil the size of a village is falling down to trap us.

“Go!”

We follow Jarek at breakneck speed to the obvious core of the ritual. Ten mages stand in a circle with Battlemasters quickly assembling between us and them. They operate under the direction of a tiny woman with very dark hair. They are themselves hidden behind another shield. I recognize the mages as mortals, but the woman leading them emits a powerful Lancaster aura.

“Can you two breach the shield?” Jarek asks. We have not been intercepted yet. Instead, the Masters run to each other to form hunting packs.

My first answer is to say: absolutely not. We are two mages against eleven entrenched ones, led by a Lady who is clearly an archmage and who is even now eyeing our approach with clear amusement. And then, I realize that I have allowed panic to blind me.

There is one thing I still have.

“I can.”

“You can?” Melusine screams. “Do you know who that is? Only one of the most powerful Lancasters alive!”

“I can,” I assure her, “Just get me close enough.”

The Masters arrayed before us form a single line bristling with soul weapons and spells and enchanted pieces of gear.

Jarek accelerates to speed I wouldn’t have believed him possible of and crashes into them, scattering them like birds. Many of the Masters bump harmlessly against the shield before sliding down. The shield itself does not even waver.

As Jarek and Melusine fend off attackers, I draw closer and remove a flare gun from one of my smaller holsters, firing it into the shield. The burst of blue light passes straight through and shoots into the skies. As expected, the obstacle only affects vampires, not magic or objects.

The Lancaster Lady smiles broadly, baring her fangs. Her condescending gaze turns to Melusine, who is now bleeding heavily from her right arm after an unfavorable exchange.

“You keep strange company, descendant of mine. I will have to discipline you thoroughly when we are done here. Was this supposed to accomplish anything?”

“Actually,” I interrupt, “it was more a code than a true attack.”

The possibility of defeat never enters her mind, and so she bends a bit forward and asks me, in the tone of a teacher humoring the class idiot, “And what kind of code are we talking about?”

Behind us, three very loud, very recognizable detonations make the air tremble.

“In Dvergur, it means ‘fire for effect’.”

I absolutely love the way her arrogant expression melts into outrage and fear as the incendiary projectile devastates her shield, hammering through it and sending all ten mages to the ground with bleeding eyes and ears.

“You will pay for this!” she screams as she tries to protect them from the spreading flames.

The dome fragments and disintegrates.

“You have run afoul of the Dread Pirate Ari—”

“No time for this,” Jarek screams. “Here, take it!”

He gives me a strange circular object that looks like a canister with blank spaces that one might write upon. Only one of the five spaces has letters on it, red as blood. The identity of the traitor.

I grab it and place it in my powder charge satchel, but we are too late.

We are surrounded. The Master packs have gathered around and Lords have joined the fray, the auras around us burning with anger and aggression.

“This can only end one way,” someone says.

I keep quiet as Jarek steps forward, alone. He slowly unbuckles his shoulder plate and lets it fall to the ground with a loud thud. Dust rises from the sleeping earth.

“You are right. This can only end one way. One more Natalis will fall tonight, outnumbered, because we are too dumb and too naive to see from whence the wind blows. It is already over. I cannot win.”

The second pauldron and his chest plate join the growing pile at his feet.

“That said, I am also dumb enough to have…reservations about this whole affair. You see, one should not trample on another’s home without some retribution, without some foretaste of the reckoning that will come. And there will be a reckoning, and I tell you now, I will be there for it.”

“Enough theatrics, old man. Fight, or do not fight.”

“I never said there would be a fight. At least, not for you. Magna Arqa.”

Pressure. Crushing, overwhelming pressure. I gasp, hiccup, fall to my knees. Melusine collapses. The Masters struggle and lurch. Only Jarek remains standing. The very air turns blurry. I want to speak, to tell him to stop. I cannot.

How is this possible? How can there be such a power gap between Lords? Jarek is a bloody monster.

“You need to leave, Ariane. Take Melusine with you. I will open the way.”

It takes all my effort to climb back to my feet and help Melusine to hers. We lumber towards the line of fighters before us.

Jarek contemptuously sweeps his hand to the side, and the shadow of a giant’s limb swats the enemy line, sending them flying like so many pins. We stagger through.

I turn around one last time to see Jarek step calmly towards someone in the distance, a warrior in crimson plate armor with a helm that looks like a theater prop, complete with a beard of wrought silver steel. None can stand before the two of them.

The man in red materializes a massive, two-handed war axe as dark as the void. “Magna Arqa.”

Strange veins cover his body until even the plate he wears gains an organic quality that inert materials should not have. The two titans smash into each other, sending shockwaves across the battlefield. Masters are pushed away, Lords walk back. Jarek and the man I recognize as Bertrand are forces of nature. We cannot make a difference in that struggle.

Melusine and I finally exit the area of effect of their combined powers. We sprint away without a word.

One team managed to circumvent the colossal fight. They are after us. We take the northern exit to the hold.

“Cover?” Melusine asks.

“Darkness,” I immediately say. A cloud of blindness and silence spreads around us.

“Inferno!”

A line of crimson extends behind us, slightly longer on one side than the other. Flames rise up as high as three men as we make our escape, or try to.

I feel it. The most powerful aura behind us is the first to cross the hurdle, soon followed by others. The foes disappear from my perception as they accelerate towards us.

Scouts. They have been selected for speed and discretion, and Melusine is wounded, slower.

We keep going, and I wait for the inevitable. I do not have to wait long.

Pushing my intuition to its limits, I twist and cast. The Master sneaking up on us shows no trace of surprise as they slow down, body covered by a nebulous cloak that hides their features.

“Promethean.”

The first chain forces a dodge, the second strikes right where I knew they would dodge. They still avoid it by collapsing on themselves in a strange motion.

Rose hits them clear in the chest, doing catastrophic damage. The downside of speed is lousy armor, and it shows. My lucky hit takes them out of the fight.

“Darkness,” I say immediately, and my trap works. Another attacker is goaded into rushing forward, unaware that Melusine and I have reversed course.

“Fire Bolt.”

“Blood Bolt.”

We time our spells and strikes to overwhelm her quickly. On a heavily armored opponent, such light attacks would not distract them enough to justify the wasted motion. On the leather-armored woman after us, however, the result is immediate. Her gear is not up to the task, and she is soon covered in painful wounds. We disable her just as the last Master and the Lady emerge from the woods.

The Master wears a mask and dark cloth armor over a sinuous body. In his hands are twin maces. The Lady’s garb is different, with plenty of pockets and harnesses. Her slim build and average face make her forgettable—a boon for a spy. She opens by flourishing a strange curved blade as my Darkness spell dissipates.

I dodge to the side, and a thrown knife still bites deep against the edge of my helm. I block the next two with an armguard, preventing them from drawing blood.

I soon have to forfeit defending Melusine in favor of saving myself. Thankfully, she has healed enough to use her foil again. The Lady is a Hastings, and the only saving grace here is that our speeds are almost evenly matched.

The issue is that she clearly knows how to fight fast opponents, and I am immediately pressed back hard. Distractions, tricks, and misdirection are her main weapons. Without my intuition, I would have fallen in ten exchanges. As it is, I am barely hanging on by the skin of my teeth by using her own daggers against her and every spell in my repertoire. I cast a bind, then a flay, and force her back, only for her to throw enchanted bolas that I have to fend off with my claws. Her ability to distract does not even anger me. In fact, I am quite impressed. WORTHY PREY. SMART HUNTER. I will take her down yet.

I keep changing tactics to prevent her from adapting too much. I stay at a distance and pepper her with bolts, but she wears enchanted mail under her dark coveralls, and the attacks fail to pierce. I charge her, and we exchange fast blows. I am outmatched. Close quarters are clearly her preferred terrain. I receive a deep slash on my right thigh for my trouble. A point-blank Flay spell forces her back, and I use Rose at medium range to pressure her.

It works. My training with Nami is paying dividends. She taught me how to keep someone back, being an expert at it herself. I strike where the Lady will be instead of where she is and use Rose’s ability to expand to its full potential. She is running out of tricks. I even detonate a magical explosion on her flank when one of my bolts hits something she had gone to grab, her pockets working against her now. SHOW ME MORE, LITTLE PREY. She appears to disengage and throws her last daggers at me. Her tactic works against her when I grab one from the air and send it into the back of the enemy Master, helping a struggling Melusine.

“Magna Arqa.”

She disappears.

Hours upon hours of ingrained practice let me react before I can even think. I retract Rose and place it before me, close my eyes, and focus on my intuition. The strain is immense, yet I succeed once more.

Right and behind.

One step to the back, a sweeping downward blow. The Lady stumbles back with her chest cleaved diagonally. Surprise finally shows on her face as she falls on her back, her heart still intact but her innards spilling on the black earth. The damage is gruesome.

I WIN.

I hiss in triumph. I did it. I disabled a Lady! And a real—

My aura flares. The sensation defies description, like a volcano or a pot boiling over. It escapes my control.

My own aura escapes my control.

The absolute impossibility of this fact stuns me and forces me to my knees as all my strength flees in the air. What…Is this an attack?

But no…

Dark roots and spiked tendrils erupt from the earth, from rocks. They surround me and twist as they search for prey. They find blood, but…I did not call them. I do not want them. I do not need them!

They stole all my strength!

I gasp, prone on the ground. It hurts. It hurts as much as when Dalton died and no amount of breathing and feeding could fend off the horrible hollow he left behind. I have been forcefully drained of every ounce of vitality I possessed. I am an empty shell, and I cannot even follow the end of the fight! There are blurry moves and a male cry. I taste just a bit of essence, and then Melusine leans down before me. She has dragged two bodies with her. There is blood on her flank, her cheek.

“You have to stop it, Ariane. Stop it.”

“I don’t know how!”

And it does not matter. As fast as the phenomenon came, it disappears, and the roots flash into nothingness. I am left lying on the ground, lacking the strength to even stand up. I can only gulp air to alleviate the pain.

“Can you stand?”

“No!”

I could not do it to save my life. There is nothing to draw on.

“Hold on. There could be something.”

Melusine rummages through the Lady’s effects and removes a vial from around her neck.

“We are in luck. One drop for you.”
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Pain. Humiliation. Shackles that never fall. I want to die.

Likaean essence. I am saved.

Slowly, carefully, I push myself to a sitting position. That was…I have been betrayed by my own soul? CONFUSION. Hide not thy poison with such sugared words, myself? What gives?

“We have no time for introspection,” Melusine says curtly as she drops the tiniest amount of blood on her tongue. She helps me up.

“Wait, please,” the Lady says. She has one more wound on her leg where a root grabbed her. “Let me have the rest, so that I bring my team to safety, lest the sun takes us.”

“Will you not be found? Night has just fallen.”

“I would rather not rely on it. You would have my gratitude, and I promise not to pursue you this night and the next.”

Melusine shrugs. I nod.

“Alright.”

We help her and leave immediately. Fortunately, no other teams follow us, and we race northward along the shore. I finally find a suitable spot, and Melusine and I create a spell circle to hide ourselves from basic tracking. I use a two-way beacon to try and reach a mage on The Spirit of Dalton.

“Hmm?”

“Felix, is that you? We need you to come get us.”

The man yawns, obviously exhausted.

“Okay,” he says, then breaks the spell.

“Hsss.”

“One day, you will have to let go of your anger, Ariane. Accept that the word is here to stay.”

“Never!”

Only a few minutes later, my ship sails into view. A boat is pulled down, and sailors row it close to the shore. A figure with a nice moustache and twin revolvers on his hips tips his hat as we approach.

“You ladies need a ride?”


129: Vampire War 

Boston, December 2nd, 1861

“We may begin,” the Speaker says. I find it hard to gauge the mood of an assembly of people whose survival depends on self-control, and yet I can taste concern in the air. One of us has less need to manage their own emotions, on account of being powerful from the start. I do not believe that I have ever seen Constantine angry before.

“Before anything else, we have an unfortunate affair to resolve. Sephare, if you will?”

“Thank you, Speaker.”

She smiles like a cat who has caught the bird that had been flitting around him. “We have found a traitor in our midst, one who has sent detailed military information to our foes.”

I did not think that immobile people could grow even more immobile. The absence of motion in this room now defies the very laws of physics.

Sephare goes on to explain her ploy, how she sent different cache locations to different Lords to see which ones would be breached. A few of the Lords tilt their heads, and I know that those are more curious than worried now.

“And someone fell into the trap. The location of the breached cache was sent to only one person. Lord Yann?”

I have come to bear witness to Sephare’s moment of triumph. For three weeks now, the tall, hawkish man and the petite blonde have engaged in a complex diplomatic dance, with the prize being the conduct of the war. Yann leads the minority group preventing the majority of vampires from supporting the Union. Some of the recalcitrants have firm ideas about racial hierarchy. Others see no way for their holdings to survive the end of slavery in decent shape. The last few, however, are mercenaries who consider the crisis as an opportunity to sell their votes. If the deadlock continues, our faction will be forced to pay them an astronomical price for their allegiance. If it breaks, they will have gained nothing but our resentment. Theirs is a dangerous gamble. They do not seem to care.

Yann leads them.

As Sephare expected, the man believes himself as too smart for his own good, typical of those whose intellect only shines in the company of their lessers. He has looked down upon our community, and now the community has come to give back, in the person of a miffed Progenitor.

“These are lies, shameless lies! If this is all—”

Constantine’s voice barely rises, and yet every other sound is silenced.

“I have borne witness to the setting of the trap. I have verified the artefact myself. Jarek sacrificed himself so that we would know the name of those who sold us out. You were generously granted confidential information that our enemies obtained, Yann, information that they could not have discovered on their own.”

“How can you be so sure!”

Constantine’s fist smacks against the liquid stone table. Its surface turns into a forest of glistening spikes, though none come to pierce his skin. Yann stops talking.

“No games. No stupid denials. This is no mortal court of law in a piddling village, Yann. The next words out of your mouth will be a proper explanation, or I will exact the sentence here and now.”

The Speaker’s unyielding manner removes the bluster from Yann, but not the pride.

“You have no way of proving my guilt. The message could have been intercepted, or one of my subordinates—”

“One level above us, there is a facility,” Constantine interrupts yet again, “dedicated to extracting the truth from beings to whom the mercy of death has been denied. The accusations leveled against you are grave, Yann. Do not waste my time.”

I know of this facility very well. One of my fingers twitches. Behind me, Melusine’s hand presses against my back, out of sight of the others.

I almost want Yann to keep denying. The little prick deserves it.

But eventually, he realizes that his bluff is called.

“Alright, I admit to sharing the message, but it was not for their benefit. You see—”

Ten, twenty, thirty bloody chains of cruel magic erupt from Constantine and the walls. They cover the rebellious Lord with blinding speed and overwhelming numbers. To me, they feel…alive. They move organically, like so many snakes. If Medusa was real, her hair would be like that. And Yann is caught in it.

The numerous slithering restraints tighten around the man as he gasps some opposition. In a way, Constantine had been generous. If Yann were innocent or misled, he could have used the opportunity to defend himself efficiently. Yann was neither innocent, nor misled. He was greedy.

The chains constrict, then dismember him.

A purple light. Ash. The death of a Lord.

Just like that.

Silence rules while we all feign indifference with varying degrees of success.

Eventually, all eyes now fall on the most awkward member of our congregation: Yann’s second. He is the only younger Master among us. His voice breaks the silence.

“Could you hold off killing me for a minute? I want to enjoy that smarmy bastard’s death.”

“I have use for him,” Sephare declares, probably saving his life.

The nest of angry chains rattles in the air, their heavy links ignoring gravity altogether. I realize that more chains extend from the Speaker’s back, black as the void. I see a blade and a weight on either end.

Chains? What a curious soul weapon.

“I will consent to sparing his life if he proves himself useful to our cause. Now, for the vote.”

With Yann’s second reversing his position, we go one more round, and I almost expect his block to remain entrenched. It appears, however, that the opportunists in the secession camp have felt the winds of change, and they vote with us.

It could also have been the remains of their leader still staining the table.

In any case, the majority has been reached. Constantine allows the Warden of Carolina to make a small declaration, and he announces that, in short, he will be heading out to new lands where proper racial order is still the norm. Constantine allows him to leave while his second immediately becomes the de facto leader. The deadlock has been resolved.

“Henceforth, the Accords will work in the shadows to bring this war to a swift and decisive conclusion. Those who do not wish to assist are free to abstain, but they may not help the Confederacy, and they may not hamper the efforts of the Union faction on their land, up to and including the presence of mercenaries, but not that of other vampires. If you have objections, feel free to contact me in private. The meeting is adjourned, as we have a war to plan.”

As before, we trickle out of the Council chamber and retreat to our individual wings to discuss and scheme. To my surprise, Melusine requests that we speak together first, and we walk to my private chambers for a little discussion.

“I have no doubt that the powers that be will drag you into yet another daring play on the immortal field, and so I would like to take this opportunity to discuss what we can do for our mortal side,” she tells me as soon as we are settled.

I frown.

“We are already supplying many regiments with superior weapons, not to mention better guns. We have already solved a lot of mobility issues.”

“And this is all well and good, but you are always thinking at squad level. Ariane, you have always fought skirmishes with a hundred combatants or less, where tactics and superior gear make a difference.”

“That is not entirely true,” I pout, but she is not done.

“The only major battle you orchestrated from start to finish happened on your home ground.”

I fail to see how that matters.

“My point,” she continues with some impatience, “is that you are thinking too much about the battle itself. A higher firing rate matters some. Artillery support matters some. Logistics matters a lot.”

“You mean, like food?”

“Food is fine on our side. I am talking about munitions. Bullets. This is what matters the most, especially in large-scale engagements of the sort we’re certain to see before this is all over. Munitions is where the nerve is, and where our profits will be made. It does not matter that infantrymen can shoot fast if they can only shoot thirty times and badly. We need to provide bullets for them to train and fight with.”

This…makes a surprising amount of sense. The main argument I was offered against repeater rifles was that soldiers would waste bullets. I found that stupid, but if someone is poorly-trained and they fire their entire reserve of bullets in the first fifteen minutes of a day-long battle, I can see how that might lead to disaster. Especially if they tend to miss a lot.

“Keep producing guns, but focus your efforts on bullets and bullet packaging. I will take care of the transportation. I have ways,” she concludes.

Melusine has a keen sense of opportunism. I will trust her on that.

“Very well. We should return to the others.”

“You return to the others. I will return to Chicago. There are opportunities to seize now that others will grab if I delay. Win us the shadow war, and I will handle the mortal one.”

“I will count on you.”

“And one last thing…” Melusine finishes as she pushes the door open. “Remember that our allies care more for victory than for your well-being.”

“I know this, but I also know that Bertrand will demand my head if there is a peace settlement to his advantage. I have no choice but to commit myself to the cause.”

“Perhaps not. Bertrand has a vision, and he is not an emotional creature. He sought your demise for convenience, and he is now after you because your continued survival illustrates his failure. Your death only matters to him insofar as he must make a point. Sephare might be right, or she might be trying to keep you firmly on her side.”

“You think she would lie to me?”

“I think she would present information that encourages you to remain on her side. You have no idea how useful a reliable Battlemaster is. She can deploy you without fear of betrayal or second-guessing. You know what the reward for competent work is.”

“More work?”

“Indeed. Consider making a plan of your own to carry out so that Sephare has to look elsewhere for agents, or you will forever be her hand.”

“You’re right.”

“As always. Sephare certainly has a plan to exploit Yann’s demise. I expect that you will be called shortly. Keep what I said in mind for next time.”

I nod, and she stands up to leave while I am left thinking. In our society, appearance is everything. I must strike a delicate balance between contributing to the war efforts and being perceived as more than Sephare’s stooge. Ah, well.

A knock on the door, and I am once more summoned to meet with our leaders.

To my surprise, I am not invited to Sephare’s personal quarters like last time, but to a floor deep within the fortress where I am quite sure there used to be a training room. It was converted into a strategic headquarters sometime during my absence. I enter through a secured door to find the heart of the war effort.

Constantine stands in front of a board with a complex assortment of documents linked together by strings and complex runes in some alien construct that only he could interpret. Sephare and two of the Cadiz Lords, Ceron and Suarez, inspect the massive map rolled out on a central table. The walls of naked stone and a handful of blue magical lights lend the room a strange air, as on the map, the mundane and the secret mix. Two conflicts, four sides, and extremely high stakes.

For the first time in forever, my intuition activates outside of combat. I see the tiny dots showing troop concentrations superimposed with stylized chess pieces representing major vampire squads. They mix and merge in a strange dance, parallel yet separate at first, and then things change. Blue dots merge around the black ones, and some of the gray come as well. White, red, and black dots join the insane dance to form a defensive vortex, for something is spilling across the map.

A gray mass of viscous fluid spreads across the land like a vile mold. It starts in villages, in faraway places and on forgotten battlefields, of which there will be many. It feeds upon the dead and dying. It harvests the forgotten, those who have been cut off. It spreads silently through remote valleys until it coalesces into an unstoppable tide of teeth and gnawing bones. It is too late then, too late.

“They will eat until nothing is left, while the eyes and blades of man are turned on each other.”

Yes. This is right.

“Ariane?”

I blink. Everyone is staring at me.

“Hmm, yes?”

“You have the gift of prophecy?”

“I, uh…”

“That was an aura blast; of course she does. What did she say? Let me write it down,” Constantine mumbles as he grabs a loose paper.

I just outed myself.

“Does this happen often?” Sephare asks with wide eyes.

“Absolutely not.”

“Shit. Fuck! The eyes of men? I need to reactivate our dormant information network.”

Ceron and Suarez nod thoughtfully.

“Cancel the order to consolidate mage structures. We must allow them to spread, invaders be damned.”

“Errr, you are all taking this quite seriously,” I say, surprised at their reactions.

“You must have a latent gift. That explains how sometimes you dodge things that you should not be able to see. Every experienced fighter eventually develops this ability, but you must have had a seed of power to obtain it so fast. If someone with only a hint of talent feels the web of fate enough to produce a prophecy, then the event must be momentous indeed,” Suarez explains as Ceron takes notes. “A threat will come during the war, and we will be ready.”

“Hm. If you say so…”

I am at a bit of a loss. Between this and the thorny roots issue, there is much I need to explore, but there is no time now. Before I can further react, Sephare finishes what she was doing and drags me next to the table. She points at the center of the East Coast.

“I need your help yet again, and for a delicate matter. We are, once more, on the defensive. I need you to lay a trap for us.”

Melusine did warn me.

“What did you have in mind?”

“Gregory, our brand-new Warden of Virginia, has mentioned that his double-dealing predecessor had started negotiating safe passage with Bertrand's faction.”

“Then we need to stop that from happening”

“On the contrary, I want him to lure a group in, which we will then trap and capture. I would like you to go with him first and scout the place. I do not expect treachery from him, since he simply has not had the time to scheme yet. I do believe that he may try something when he is back among his power base, however. Keep an eye on him, and pretend that you are there to provide security. While you do so, several squads will make their way to your position in secret. When the trap is sprung, they will come and assist. Make sure that Gregory shows you Yann’s escape systems just in case. The old fox had a pretty good system in place, but he feared outside treachery when he should have been wary of his own greed.”

“Are you certain that someone will come? It all seems a bit far-fetched. What benefits would compel the Expansion Faction to settle in Virginia? Do they not plan to simply bring us down state-by-state?

“We are confident that Bertrand will try to finish us off as quickly as he can. Virginia’s relatively central location would allow him to bypass several hostile territories and strike at Washington. There are also a lot of blockade runners around there, enough to reach Boston with a bit of luck. It is too good an opportunity to pass up for someone on a schedule.”

“He is in a hurry?”

“His faction is far from being as united as it seems. Every day they spend away from their fiefs means more local power lost and opportunities missed. He will want to strike decisively before his powerbase erodes too much and the expedition becomes unsustainable. I do not count on this one operation to win the war, but every scrap we gather, every Lord we capture, brings us closer to a favorable armistice.”

“I see. I will go, and I hope the trap works.”

“Even if it does not, I have other irons in the fire. One last thing,” the petite Lady says as she grabs my sleeves. Her blue eyes meet with mine. “Do not die.”

Her vehemence comes, once again, as a surprise.

“I am not just stating the obvious. This trap is not vital to our success, but you have repeatedly proven to be a valuable agent. Do not fight overwhelming odds. Do not sacrifice yourself out of a misplaced sense of duty. If it looks like the odds are against you, do not throw your life away. Do not die.”

“I will be careful.”

She nods and returns her attention to her notes. I have been dismissed. Constantine accompanies me back to the entrance, robes swishing as he walks. He closes the door behind us.

“Sephare is correct. Jarek’s loss was unplanned for, and reclaiming him will cost us a lot of resources, even if we win this conflict. Do not let your pride get in the way of your survival.”

“You are acting in an odd way. Is this the prophecy, whatever that was?”

“That was a warning that we should keep our eyes open no matter the cost, and we will. Gregory’s allegiance is questionable at best. Do not let your guard down at any time. We cannot afford unnecessary losses.”

“I understand. I will come back in one piece.”

“See that you do. I would be displeased if my lessons were wasted.”

One last nod, and he returns to the secured room.
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We travel by carriage.

Gregory was neither surprised by nor pleased with my imposed presence. He took my excuse of ‘safety’ as what it was: a thinly-veiled insult against his loyalty. He knows that he deserves nothing more, and so we remain courteous as we move quickly south in the bitter cold of November. We already see blatant evidence of the coming storm: troops marching down the roads, checkpoints erected at key bottlenecks. The blue uniforms of Union soldiers abound. We even have to bypass Washington and its imposing fortifications entirely. From then on, only our precious traveling documents guarantee that we can carry on unimpeded. Sephare facilitated our trip by providing us with diplomatic documents passing us off as diplomats aiding in the negotiation efforts.

Gregory proves himself to be an effective, if unimaginative, organizer. His short brown hair and intelligent gray eyes give him the appearance of a junior negotiator, the kind that can be sent on a dangerous journey with little hope of success.

As the days go by and I grow increasingly impatient, we finally encounter a snag in one of our routine stops near the border, in the southern part of Maryland.

I can hear arguments through the armored doors of the carriage, though their thickness muffles even my senses. Eventually, there is a knock on the driver’s side door, one that signifies that our papers have been refused and that we are encountering difficulties.

Our carriage has an escort kindly provided by my host. I had considered calling for a Red Cabal group and some of my own security, then decided against it. If we run into a trap, I fear that I will not see my own men as expendable. If I am to run, I need to leave no one behind or I might hesitate. As for my safety during the day, I have taken precautions—one of which is my old sarcophagus made by Loth, and further reinforced by Constantine himself at my request.

The man at the head of our escort now fulfills his role of delaying the carriage inspection. He has several tools at his disposal, such as asking to telegraph Washington to confirm our identity. Most people would consider this proof enough, yet twilight comes and we still have not moved.

As the sun sets below the horizon, Gregory unlocks the secure compartment we are in. Destroying it would be difficult, but we are still relatively vulnerable during transport. No sooner is the door unlocked than a clamor sounds from outside, and a man is allowed to clamber in.

I take in his youthful appearance, moustache, stubble, and the typical uniform of the Union Cavalry Corps. Our little intruder has two crossed swords on his kepi as well as the emblematic saber of mounted troops, complete with a heavy cloak to protect him from the frigid temperatures. He keeps his blade sheathed, for now.

Gregory and I sit at a table, looking on as the little mortal struts in.

“Some diplomatic mission this is! They have a pretty lady in here!”

The young one smells of anger and pride. Gregory tsks, the intrusion on his territory made more frustrating by our guest’s poor manners. He has to react.

“My men must have produced the proper documentation. Do you have cause to delay us?”

“A group of negotiators at this time of the year? I don’t think so!”

“And that is why,” Gregory deadpans, “you are a cavalryman, and not a diplomat.”

The brash young one takes a step forward as Gregory rises to meet him. The Roland Master’s graceful movement takes some wind out of the young one’s sails, and his arrogance further deflates when he notices the knife, currently in its holster. Gregory’s sheer confidence and a hint of Charm are enough to force a step back.

“You should know when you are in over your head, boy.”

“Enough of this! Get out of there, Peter,” another voice says from outside. Now someone else climbs up to join us as the soldier steps down. I notice the broad-brimmed hat of a cavalry officer. His countenance is calmer, and colder, than that of his subordinate. A pair of blue eyes settle on both of us in turn. Frost clings to his sideburns. I find myself curious as to why he would make trouble for himself.

A moment later, I know why. He wears a crucifix which even now emits a powerful, repellant aura. He does not approach us.

Interesting.

Gabrielites have withdrawn from the public after several years of intensive hunts on our parts. Churches in Europe are united and mighty. There are entire compounds and monasteries dedicated to fighting the likes of us, and there have been for centuries. They offer the kind of safe haven that we could not take without a full-blown war, one we do not wish to start lest it raise undue attention. In America, the land has not belonged to Christianity for very long. There are still old magics to fight off, and the only refuges the Gabrielites can find are small and remote. We are winning. We have been winning for quite some time, and I had a part to play in it.

Nowadays, our foes have gone to ground and recruit in secret, but their ability to conduct large-scale operations like the ones that almost killed me as a fledgling has faded over the years. We are still, apparently, not entirely free of them. I can see it in the man’s eyes. He knows what we are. He must have been trained, at least somewhat.

I interrupt Gregory with a hand on his shoulder as he starts to speak. He has not realized yet what we face, and I am in no mood to explain.

I taste fear in the air, as well as its counterpart: courage. The officer blocks the entrance like David facing Goliath below the walls of Jericho. I doubt that the outcome will favor him this time.

I take one moment to make sure that the outside is silent, and that no one is attaching explosives under our wheels. That would be mildly unpleasant.

“I have found you,” the officer declares with an unwavering voice. He takes a step forward and hesitates.

I bet he never expected to come this far.

We vampires remain few and far between. There are less than four hundred of us on the new continent, spread out between its many regions. This Gabrielite was more likely to catch an accidental bullet than one of us.

So I smile as I discreetly fasten my gauntlet and use it to slam the door closed behind him.

The carriage is plunged into darkness. Our guest’s back crashes against the side of the carriage in a defensive retreat as he scrambles to grab his revolver and take out his crucifix.

Instead of fighting, I use a match to light a lantern. The yellow light spreads throughout the interior, highlighting the two of us, still sitting.

“Nervous?” I ask. The man does not reply. He has no need to. His heartbeat speaks for itself.

“You know, I consider us to be…long-term planners—a necessity if you intend to live forever. Longevity tends to change our outlook on things. You know what I am referring to, do you not?” I continue.

“You are devilspawn. Leeches. Deceitful creatures, but I can see through your lies. You will not carry out your dark plans tonight.”

“And you could tell what we were from our carriage, yes? You know how we travel.”

I love to go against his expectations.

“The light of the sun purifies you. You hide like cockroaches before the might of the Lord.”

“And so you decided to use your mortal authority to stop us. And you have. Here we are, stopped,” I continue, my chin resting on a hand. “Now the question is, what was your plan from here on? How did you intend to apprehend us? Slay us?”

The man freezes. Perhaps he was waiting for reinforcements, perhaps he merely wanted to confront us. It matters not. Night has fallen, and this world is ours.

I stand up and walk to the back of the carriage, where my gear is held. I take Sivaya’s spear and deploy it with one sharp gesture. The shaft is quite long, and I slowly place the tip of the blade against the officer’s chest, so close to his heart that even a powerful halo could not stop it.

“Your faith is a weapon, not a perfect shield. It does not ensure your victory. It gives you a fighting chance. And yet here you are, with no plan and no tools, hoping for a miracle?”

Before he can start babbling his religion again, I press the blade deep enough for blood to pearl at its tip. I can feel the mighty aura of the local deity pushing back. It whispers warnings of ash and a final end, but I do not listen. It has rules to follow, just like we do. This time, I win.

“You can get back out and fight the mortal war. Under your leadership, perhaps a few more men will survive the incoming onslaught. But if we fight now, there will be no heroic last stand for you. I will stab you from where I am and open this door, and then I will kill every last one of your men, one by one. I have been playing the eternal game for far longer than you, human. Recognize when you are outclassed, or die. You have ten seconds.”

I wait.

I am, of course, not bluffing. I do not need aura or Charm to conduct a proper negotiation.

“What proof do I have that you won’t kill us if we back down now?” the man asks before three seconds have passed.

“You are insignificant and I have no time for you,” I reply candidly.

The officer looks hesitantly at Gregory, who smiles and shrugs.

“Not to add insult to injury but…she is right. We are not in the habit of going around mindlessly killing people.”

The Gabrielite takes a step back.

“Ok. I’m leaving. But one day your time will come.”

“On this we agree,” Gregory replies, “but it will not be tonight, and certainly not by your hands. Farewell.”

The door closes.

Two minutes later, the carriage embarks once more, and the Roland vampire and I resume ignoring each other.
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We encounter no resistance journeying past Confederate patrols, and we arrive very soon at the departed Yann’s center of power. This late in the year, most of the roads are snow and mud, but even I can tell that the dead Roland Lord made a genuine effort to make his little corner of the world pleasant. We turn into an alley of poplar trees near dawn, with fields extending on each side to forested hills in the distance. Yann’s compound is a massive three-story house painted white and blue, which does not surprise me. What does is that he made a village for his slaves. Rows of cookie-cutter houses in neat lines take up a large space, with paths leading to warehouses and the fields. I can tell that slaves live here on account of the four guard towers surrounding it and the cloudy breaths of sentinels facing inward. A golden prison, as it were.

The news of Yann’s demise has spread among the few staff members still awake. From their reaction, I can tell that he was well-loved. Curious how a backstabbing schemer can be so cruel around the table and so generous with the help, at least compared to others of his kind. We share this dichotomy with the mortals. It would make it hard for me to dislike the departed, had he not planned to help a man who intends to have me made into an example.

My occupation of their previous master’s quarters generates a reaction so intense that I fear I may have to impose upon them that they have no choice in the matter. Eventually, Gregory manages to calm them enough that I am allowed to move in, but I refrain from ordering hot water, lest I find saliva in it and am forced to execute someone on the first night.

It takes me half an hour to identify all the defenses I can activate before falling into slumber. Yann kept an entire half of the first floor to himself, with powerful shutters designed to withstand an artillery shelling. I activate everything I can find, from alarms to traps, and finally lay the last surprise in his opulent personal bedroom. I open the passage leading to his escape tunnel and place my sarcophagus by the side, closed. I will not be using it.
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Early afternoon

I expected it and am still disappointed. A vampire bypassed all the defenses without triggering them. I can tell from his aura and the lack of noise even as I rest beneath the ground.

Yes, I will not sleep in a sarcophagus if I can hide myself in the earth’s embrace instead. I can tolerate mud stuck to my hair if it means a successful ambush.

I wait a little more, and heavy footsteps sound throughout the bedroom. A man, I think. Heavy. Not Gregory. The little aura I perceive speaks of excellent control, and I do not want to risk probing it, or I will alert the intruder to my presence.

He is up early, almost as early as me. That means he’s probably a Master. I doubt that a foreign Lord would risk themselves.

A Master, alone.

I will apprehend them and interrogate them. At the very least, I want to know what they are doing here.

With a spell, I explode from below the floor, fully armored. I manage to materialize Rose and aim it at the trespasser’s back as I emerge.

“Hahaha! Surprise!”

Red armor. The side of a golden mask turning towards me. Contemptuous eyes.

“OH SH—”

A backhanded blow. I am sent flying through the nearest wall with only one question burning on my lips.

What, in the name of the Watcher, is Bertrand doing here?


130: Plans Within Plans 

I land on the floor, rolling and coming to my feet in a well-practiced move, only to exchange spells with another figure in Yann’s boudoir. Our spells devastate the precious furniture, sending shards and upholstery up in the air.

“Bolt.”

“Shield…Flay!”

“Hive. Bind.”

I slash with Rose and a claw to keep the chains at bay. They do not break. I merely manage to fend them off as I spring back.

My foe’s voice is calm and almost bored. I recognize her from the previous battle. She was the Lancaster archmage who tried to trap us, a short Lady with black hair and eyes. She shares some of Melusine’s traits, including her voluptuous form.

Bertrand waits by the hole in the wall.

They are toying with me. ARROGANT. And correct. Unfortunately. The sun is still out and will be for hours. The house is sealed, its only escape route blocked by the Lord’s armored form. To be prosaic, I am truly and utterly fucked.

How did it come to this? How could they already be here?

“You know, I have heard that honorable foes are easier to predict than dishonorable ones. I find this simplistic theory amusing,” Bertrand says.

I back up against the wall as the powerful warrior steps forward unhurriedly. The petite Lancaster Lady stays where she is and brushes a wood splinter off her dark armored robe. She does not spare me a glance.

“In truth, you can count on scoundrels to act like scoundrels. I always found Yann to be too arrogant for his own good, even when he was but a candidate peddling horses for the royal Musketeers. And I thought I would be the one to kill him.”

What to do, what to do? Can I get past him? I do not believe that I can. Even if I could, the escape tunnel leads outside at some point, where the sun still rules. I cannot stall for reinforcements because it will be days before they arrive.

I am completely done for.

Damn, I thought I would be killed by mortals in a clever trap, or by my sire. Not by them. How very frustrating.

Bertrand still waits by the wall, managing a casual poise in his heavy carmine armor.

“Remember our agreement. I want to know about her quirk,” the Lancaster Lady says.

“Yes, yes, I do not forget my promises so easily, woman.”

I frown. My quirk?

“My dear Martha refers to your uncanny ability to charge your claws, and apparently soul weapon, with alien essence. Such techniques are rare outside of the Vanheim bloodline. I am confident that she will manage to…extract all relevant knowledge from your person.”

Not this again.

“Oh no, despair already? I expected more fire from the sane spawn. Let us see if I can revive the flames of hope. Hmm. Do you know why I am so powerful?”

I do not reply. I find him annoying, though I admit to some hypocrisy. After all, I too enjoy toying with my prey.

“My Magna Arqa is simply superior. Although Lords are all mighty, some are simply mightier than others. I, more than most. The length of time one can maintain a Magna Arqa also depends on willpower, and we Roland have that aplenty. But the thing about Magna Arqa, is that they cannot be deployed during the day.”

My eyes widen. Does he mean…

“Yes. Right now, it is your magic and blade against my axe. We are both weakened, and the escape tunnel is so close, yes? If you reach it, I will not pursue.”

I expected Martha to protest his decision on account of the risk, but she merely rolls her eyes in an uncharacteristic display of impatience. Her confidence says a lot. She does not think I stand a chance.

I must still try it.

“Martha, do stay out of our little wager.”

“Just get it over with, you insufferable scoundrel.”

IT IS ON.

Lunge. Parry. Quick swipes. Bertrand deflects Rose with minimal movement of his massive battleaxe. His counter-strikes are simply devastating. I block the first and am sent through yet another wall into a receiving room with its French windows mercifully boarded. I deflect the second and it still bites painfully into my gauntleted forearm. I yelp in pain.

“Flay!”

Bertrand lets the first spell harmlessly splash against the axe’s wide blade, ducks under the second, and brings the axe back, cutting into the tip of my extended right foot. That hurts too.

I try to keep Bertrand at a distance, making full use of Rose’s versatility to remain dangerous, but he always strikes where I will be, or close enough that his Herculean strength alters the trajectory. I feel like fighting someone who is in my head, though I am certain that he is not interfering. Bertrand’s battle experience is simply so immense that he must know what ranges of motion are available to me at all times. Even denying obvious baits and fake openings is not enough to remain one step ahead. It happens again. I mess up and an axe blow catches me in the flank.

I groan and jump back to my feet. I just thought of something. It is nasty, but I will attempt it anyway. It is FOLLY. No. I must try folly or I will fall.

I remove a smaller revolver from a back pocket, praying that the mud I am still covered in did not damage the mechanism.

“How unusual.”

I aim at Bertrand.

Then to the side.

And I pull the trigger. The magically-enhanced projectile damages the wall and the thinnest, tiniest ray of sunlight pierces the gloom between the Lord and me.

Bertrand jumps back with a hiss. I am already scuttling backwards and to the side.

THE SUN THE SUN THE SUN. Shut up, me, I know. I made it happen.

The far wall separating the receiving room from the bedroom. It stands in my way.

“Shred.”

The spell blasts away the reinforced partition, and I jump through. The bedroom. I rush to the middle of the room. A trapdoor, still open.

There is a crash behind me, and my back turns into a sea of fire. It hurts. IT HURTS. I scream.

Blinding pain.

CANNOT MOVE. I do not feel my legs anymore. Just pain. I try to move an arm and stop with a gasp. It hurts so much.

Footsteps behind my back. I wish I could lose consciousness, but I cannot. This mercy is denied to me.

The man stops. I can only see the edge of the bed. Every movement is agony.

I hear a sound, and my body buckles. There is a terrible crunch of flesh and bone as he tears something out of me, and my mind is lost.

PAIN

“Ahaaaaa.”

The blade of an axe, glistening with dark blood. That bit deep. Fucker threw his weapon and took my spine. I think.

“Not bad, little Devourer. Very astute of you. I like your style. I do not, however, like the sun. I believe that you use it a bit too generously, for a vampire. Perhaps I should instill some fear back into that devious head of yours.”

The axe dematerializes, and something drags me back. I can only see the walls and some cabinets now, then I am held upright. We are back in the receiving room. I did not realize it, but we’ve trashed that place completely.

Bertrand holds me by the neck and left arm. I can feel his hand on my neck, but my left arm flops uselessly. He brings it closer to…

Oh no.

“Please…”

Not this again. Not this again.

“Such a double-edged weapon for the likes of us, do you not agree?”

The armored arm gets ever closer to that thin ray of deadly radiance.

“Just a little bit, for the memory.”

Close so close now.

And then it stops.

“Did you feel that?” Martha, the Lancaster Lady, asks from the other room. Please please please I only feel pain. Just get me away from that.

“Yes.”

Dragged back again, thank the Watcher. Just please get this horrible radiance away from me.

Still held upright. Still hurts. Back into the bedroom now. I can only focus on keeping my mind together. It takes all my Ekon essence and my experience fending off the insanity of the Thirst to keep paying attention to my surroundings. I perceive a…pulse. It comes from my sarcophagus? It does. But…why?

My old protection. My haven against the day. Loth designed it long ago, and Constantine reinforced it with intricate carvings and protective enchantments. Red light shines ominously along its silvery flanks. Martha grabs the lid and pulls, in vain.

“Keyed to her.”

“Can you crack it?”

“Not in a reasonable timeframe. The protections here are…impressive. I recognize two different styles, two Masters at work. Besides, we need not use force. Simply place her hand against this lever and the artefact will recognize its master.”

So very strange. I do not recall a beacon being placed here, and I carefully inspected the workings to make sure that Constantine had not left any surprises. And then I realize there are no beacons, just Constantine’s essence powering the spells directly.

How is this possible?

As I muse over the conundrum, Bertrand places my unresponsive hand against the handle, and the lid slides open.

A defensive spell triggers anyway.

Powerful red light crashes against my two foes. I recognize an area-of-effect pain construct.

Bertrand bellows and drops me.

A chain emerges from inside the lid and fastens around my wrist. I am pulled in just as the Lord roars in anger.

Another set of chains emerges from other defensive constructs to attack my assailant. The lid snaps closed while they are distracted. I hear powerful magic crashing against the shield spells. They should fail. They do not.

A mighty blow sends the entire sarcophagus flying through the air. My head bonks against the surface.

“Ow!”

I cough up some blood. It appears that Bertrand grazed a lung. That would explain the horrible pain. The wound is only now starting to close with excruciating slowness.

An indicator flashes blue above my head. Sunlight exposure.

Hold on.

That moron catapulted me outside! I am safe! Even if he sends mortals, they will be pulverized by the traps. It would take a cannon to breach the sarcophagus.

I really hope that they do not find one. This is Virginia, after all. There are tens of thousands of soldiers around.

In any case, there is little I can do against that eventuality. I should focus on closing the gaping hole in my back, because I am bleeding on the velvet upholstery.
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Nightfall

I sigh when I feel the baleful orb dip below the horizon. I have managed to heal myself, though I am now Thirsty as a result. It took more courage than I would like to admit to pass a hand over my back after I was done closing it. I felt normal, if cold, flesh, sticky with congealed blood. This section of my armor is now ravaged. Bertrand split me like a log. I find his manhandling aggravating. This is no way to treat a lady! He should have properly struck my heart instead.

I open the lid and jump out just as a crash heralds another dent in the manor’s wall. This side of the mansion is close enough to trees that I could perhaps attempt something, if I can run across a snow-covered lawn. I prepare to run and stop, surprised.

I have never felt such a domineering convergence of essence, even when we fled the field back at the Natalis compound. Power saturates the very air. The fabric of reality is so thin that spells should be empowered if cast here. For a moment, my senses are so overwhelmed that I cannot manage them, and I stumble to my knees. I feel more than hear the snap of a spell at my back.

Someone steps to my side and deflects the incoming blast with a thin foil, her other hand holding a black curved dagger. I see yellow-dyed banded armor embracing a lithe form, and a curiously antique helmet with Greek influence. Blonde hair cascades down my protector’s back.

She turns to me and I recognize Sephare’s icy gaze.

“I apologize for the delay, though to be fair, we expected you to stay in your sarcophagus.”

I, being the smart and rational vampire that I am, formulate a witty answer.

“What?!”

By the Watcher, Ariane, well done. Very smooth.

Before I can get an answer, Bertrand stops a dozen paces away from us, with Martha on his right and another Lord wielding a halberd by his left. For the very first time since we met, I spot wariness in the way he holds his axe. I do not have to wonder why for very long.

“Well well well, what a good catch,” a voice says from behind me.

Constantine walks out of the treeline, wearing full plate armor melded with a robe made vibrant with enchantments. His dark glare is the only part of his face I can see behind a barbaric-looking helmet. His hands wield black chains and a massive obsidian staff that no human could carry. We mostly use gauntlets nowadays, but Constantine has always been a traditionalist, and he is not afraid of being recognized as what he is. Simply the second most powerful mage on the planet.

And he did not come alone.

Ceron in conquistador garb, then Suarez in an old-fashioned chainmail ensemble emerge from the treeline behind him, then the Roland twins, Adrien and Adam, in matching plate armor. Constantine’s two mysterious bodyguards are the last to arrive, standing on either side of the visibly-fuming Progenitor.

“How many layers of deception am I on?” I drily whisper to Sephare.

“I usually stop counting after I run out of fingers. Sorry.”

Across the clearing, Bertrand’s golden mask glitters under the moonlight. The night is clear despite the season, and I have the best seat to witness the prelude to the apocalyptic conflict to come.

“You are not the first to believe you have trapped me, ‘Speaker’. I have never killed a Progenitor before.”

“I was hoping  you would say that,” Constantine replies with deceptive calm.

Not much for preliminaries then. I take a step back, as discreetly as I can.

“Magna Arqa.”

“Magna Arqa.”

“Magna Arq—”

I run. Once, we found a prairie dog stunned in the middle of a field we were using to conduct artillery tests. I know now how the unfortunate creature felt.

Behind me, reality cracks left and right as indestructible weapons collide, backed by cataclysmic strength. Shockwaves send mounds of soil flying. Pieces of masonry glide through the air as an entire section of the manor is vaporized.

I steal a glance back. I cannot resist.

The battling Lords exchange blows faster than I can perceive, Bertrand holding his ground against their superior numbers, but the real show comes from Martha and Constantine.

I knew, intellectually, that the Lady had not even made an effort to fend me off. I now realize how much I was outmatched. Shields and projectiles, disruptor fields and subtle curses, the spells she chains blot the air in a blinding display of color. She could fight off a full army of mages. I cannot help but be impressed by the skill and dedication it must have taken to reach that level of mastery.

And she still cannot hold a candle to the Progenitor.

While Martha is a well-honed tactician, Constantine is an artist. His spells skewer the air with a vibrance that turns him into an avatar of magic, half-humanoid, half liquid essence flaying the world around him. Red chains bind, yellow chains explode, blue chains disrupt and scatter, then red chains scatter as well as the rest of the chains combine effects before coalescing into a massive, meteoric missile. The spells he weaves change with every moment, all the usual techniques and tricks pointless before the adaptive speed he now demonstrates. I spend only one second watching him work and realize that I have no idea what he is doing. I would be completely unable to counter his magic, not knowing what tool to use on which spell. I might as well fight him blind for all the good it would do me. He is harnessing chaos.

I slow down and turn, still moving away but unable to tear my eyes from the awesome spectacle before me. Those are world-class monsters fighting it out now, centuries-old immortal beasts at the peak of their arts. Every moment is a fugacious scene begging to be painted, but I simply cannot capture it. They move too fast! And the light…The light, it lives within them. The fabric is so thin. I would need a canvas that shifts and changes. I behold…

PERFECTION.

One day. One day, I will dance with them. And when they are no longer my match, when the illusion falters and I see them for the flawed beings they are, I will go after him.

But for now, time to run!

Amazing how Suarez and Bertrand are almost evenly matched. The old Roland sports deep gashes in his living armor where Suarez’s Magna Arqa has pierced his strange flesh. The golden mask swivels my way.

Hold on.

Why is it swiveling my way?

“I AM TAKING YOU DOWN WITH ME!”

“Aaaaah! Why can’t you just sod off?!”

An arm flies off, but the Lord rushes me, and I cannot do anything but go ALL IN. Wait, what?

Bubbling essence. Rupturing vitality.

Ah, no, not again!

A forest of thorny roots erupts from the ground as I spot the axe descending upon my—
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“She is coming around.”

PAIN. Pain in my forehead. I taste mortal vitality on my tongue.

“Oooooooow.”

I crack an eye through dried flakes of dark blood. A maid retreats, binding the wound on her wrist. She averts her gaze. I turn my head to see Sephare and Constantine kneeling by my side.

“How are you feeling?” the blonde woman asks.

“Just a skull-splitting headache,” I reply.

“What a coincidence. What is the last thing you remember?”

I have to focus for a moment. I realize that my entire head is covered in blood. Mine, from the smell. I lick my lips and focus.

“Bertrand’s axe falling on my head.”

“Well,” Constantine notes, “gravity followed its course.”

“That bastard brained me?”

“Yes. Although, you seem to have regained your cognitive abilities.”

“That brutish ruffian! How dare he treat my beautiful face as if it were a log. Uncouth! Scandalous!”

“And I see that your personality is intact. I will now allow Sephare to explain everything, as I am myself not entirely sure how we managed to capture Bertrand and one of his lieutenants in one fell swoop. And with this, I bid you goodbye. There are secure coffins I must enchant to provide our guests with safe traveling arrangements. Goodbye.”

The tall vampire stands up and leaves, crimson-armored robe swishing majestically as he walks. Very manly. I approve.

I turn to a very pleased, very smug Sephare.

“You used me as bait.”

“Yes.”

“You suspected that Gregory might be a traitor as well.”

“No. I told you the truth. I did not believe that he had time to scheme, and we found his disabled body in his bedroom with a spike through the heart. I did, however, expect the Expansion Faction to have contacts among the staff. Our foes would learn quickly of Yann’s demise and your presence, and you would be attacked. Bertrand could allow this opportunity to slip through his fingers, but your presence was too strong a lure. Or that was what I believed. In reality, they were already getting off a blockade runner further down the coast.”

“You and Constantine warned me to stay alive because you expected me to face overwhelming odds.”

“Yes, and you managed to attack the first person you came across instead of staying secured in your sarcophagus, behind, I may add, enchantments that Constantine could reinforce at will from afar.”

“You were nearby all along?”

“Yes, safe in a magically-powered golem construct in the form of a carriage, one of Constantine’s inventions. It allowed us to deploy very close to you and protect you from a cruel fate.”

“Well, I mean, I just got axed. Twice.”

“And you live to be axed again.”

My glare fails to dampen her mood.

“I assume that we can consider this a major success.”

“Indeed. The enemies are not yet vanquished, but the loss of their war leader will be a terrible blow. One of my best coups.”

“You did not expect to catch Bertrand himself,” I tell her reproachfully.

She has the grace to show some embarrassment, though it is all a farce for my benefit. “If you bait a trout and land a fat salmon, are you a bad fisherwoman?”

I roll my eyes.

“So what now?” I ask. “Do we start negotiating an armistice?”

“That depends on them. We received dire news that Charleston is under attack. Unfortunately, there is a chance that the city is lost and the nest captured. If so, we will need to discuss terms. There might be a few more battles before it comes to peace.”

“I guess I should find a squad.”

“Well, the other Lords and I share a different opinion. We believe that you should stay away from the field until you have your…problem…under control.”

She gestures at a few thorny roots, still intact.

“I…I am not incontinent!” I bellow, furious.

“Sorry, we cannot risk having a Lord’s back covered by someone who may do an eldritch oopsie under pressure.”

The Hastings Lady turns around and leaves me sputtering on the ground. The indignity!

Unfortunately, she is right, and so I calm down after a few moments. I know what the roots mean, though the others pretend to ignore me. They are the first manifestation of a Lord’s power, I believe. My next priority, after the war is over, is to become a Lady. And I think I know of someone who could help: the only faction I have not contacted yet, one whose training capabilities are renowned across our world.

The Knights.


131: A New Way 

Our return to Boston is triumphant, and Sephare throws me a bone by publicly announcing my contribution to Bertrand’s capture. While she alone orchestrated our victory, the exaggeration becomes public truth. Constantine, the only person apparently in the know, supports her version. I am nominated as coordinator for the Union war effort for both my service and the high contribution I already make by supplying most of the Union’s artillery. Although the vampires’ main concern now is the immortal war, I am given a contingent of Courtiers to work with and access to a treasure trove of information, including Sephare’s own network.

I am left feeling ambivalent about the whole affair. On the one hand, I survived Bertrand. On the other hand, I did not win against him, and so I did not claim his essence. It feels wrong. On one hand, I was once again used by Sephare, as Melusine had warned me. On the other hand, I had to commit to that last plan, and I am satisfied with the result. It serves no purpose to rebel against my own side when my survival is at stake. On the one hand, I have been hurt, on the other hand, I have been rewarded. The results are quite gray.

January of 1862 brings a few significant changes. First, the Union wins its first major victory at the Battle of Logan’s Crossroads in Kentucky, halting a Confederate offensive. Although the battle is minor in the grand scheme of things, the success of General Thomas over a superior rebel force is widely-advertised in the newspapers, with a little bit of help from us. I remember young George Thomas from the Mexican War back when I was protecting my nephew. He had been instrumental in increasing the effectiveness of the American artillery, and the artillery had been instrumental in several major victories, including Fort Brown and Resaca de la Palma. He is a good lad! I hope he will do well now too. The Watcher knows that the other side has its fair share of competent officers.

I myself am not idle. I spend a lot of time and effort securing, organizing, then latching our information system to the Union’s spy network, feeding them the right information and purging their ranks of a few double agents. In the meantime, Melusine proves her expertise as a Lancaster by providing me with a deep understanding of human nature. My various weapons manufacturers are merged and rebranded as Illinois’ Guns of Liberty with my approval. Melusine selects an eagle bearing down with its talons extended as the company’s logo, with the motto ‘arms of victory’ underneath in elegant script. I work with the Dvergurs to design a water-proof, standardized, and easily-recognizable crate to contain the paper and metal cartridges we will provide to the fighters. Then, Melusine works her magic.

Newspapers, announcers, and even artists sway public opinion with vast propaganda campaigns aimed at identifying our products with patriotic love of the Union. Ferries and caravanners everywhere find room for crates in their many containers, while trains soon come laden with ammunition at a nominal price. The efforts of the entire population of Illinois come to bear as heretofore-unseen quantities of powder are channeled south to the troops that need them, turning their winter quarters into training camps over which tangy clouds of spent powder hang like vultures. War fervor spreads everywhere the avian claws of IGL can reach, much to Melusine’s amusement. She no longer has to sustain the fires of mankind’s wrath. They manage that themselves.

January also sees the launch of the first Ironclads! So far they are ugly things, slow and ponderous, but I anticipate the time when new designs will launch ships made entirely out of metal to ride the waves, carrying enormous guns with them. What fun it will be.

On the diplomatic side of things, I manage to bring the White Cabal on board. They live in the North, hire dark-skinned mages as readily as any others, and dislike slavery in general. As a result, it only takes one polite speech before their Council to obtain their support. Although they do not intervene directly, I successfully convince them to bring some medical support to the back lines to prevent additional losses of life and amputations. Rescued personnel can return to war, bringing their experience with them.
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By February, the resupply operation is in full swing. It will take some time before the abundance of bullets translates into real impact, but we are in luck. On the western front, a general called Ulysses S. Grant takes two Confederate strongholds on the strategically significant Tennessee River. He even captures fourteen thousand men in the process, a resounding triumph. Although I have little to do with it, the success casts a favorable light on my leadership, a needed boost to our morale. Indeed, a few nights later, Consantine leads our army to recapture Charleston, and fails.

There are only a few casualties, mostly unfortunate Masters who died from grievous wounds, mostly thanks to Constantine and our Battlelords’ contributions. The plan was simple, and the European forces were caught off-guard, but they were rallied by one of Bertrand’s lieutenants, a patient and deliberate Lord by the name of Orpheus. There, the gap in experience was made manifest when their squad rallied and stabilized in mere moments while ours struggled to coordinate. Only a fighting retreat preserved the bulk of our troops. The conflict highlighted how inadequate our fighting force was compared to the European one, but also helped us obtain much-needed experience.

In the wake of the defeat, the Accords leadership dissolves subpar squads and forms new ones, while the more successful groups now take part in large-scale exercises. Time is on our side now, and underhanded tactics delay the European movements by denying them the support and intelligence they need to progress safely.

I also keep an eye on the Union leadership. Sola makes a discreet visit to the president’s house to save his son Willis from a fever. It would not do to have the mortal head of state distracted by the death of a child.

Towards the end of the month, I receive word of a Confederate victory in the New Mexico territory, as well as skirmishes everywhere else. The entire country is at war, creating friction all across the new border. However, victory will be obtained in the east, and so it is there that I focus my efforts. Under the advice of the infamous Black Dog, head of the White Cabal security, we improve the Union’s communication line with the clever addition of a few mages capable of long-term communication, especially between telegraph posts and large mobile forces.

Early March brings a surprise. As I am back in my domain of Marquette, I feel Ollie coming with an interesting, eclectic group. The Dvor essence brings me a slight boost in abilities as long as I am within my territory, with the most interesting one being intuition. I find myself capable of guessing things with greater ease, something I use to hold my own at cards when I play with Urchin.

Ollie knocks and I allow him in. He files in with one of his seconds, but also a mundane officer in a cavalry uniform, and more interestingly, a werewolf. One of Jeffrey’s more stable minions.

“Welcome. Please, sit down,” I offer, and they take seats from my large working room to form a half-circle in front of my desk.

“We have come,” Ollie says in an unusually formal voice, “to announce the creation of the Red Cabal as a formal entity, with a statement of purpose as follows.”

He clears his throat.

“We, the people of this world, in order to keep darkness at bay and establish a sustainable alliance to that effect, do agree to the formation of the Red Cabal. We recognize that peace, progress, and safety, are at risk from a variety of enemies regardless of species. We recognize that safeguarding the world forms is a core of belief for many individuals, regardless of species. Finally, we recognize that intent more than nature determines one’s actions. As such, we formally declare an alliance between such like-minded individuals so long as they obey our most basic tenets, so that we may all together work for a better tomorrow. From many origins, one purpose, and may the blood we share together protect our posterity.”

Huh.

Not bad.

“As the local representative of the vampire faction, I would like to formally offer my support.”

“That’s good, because we’re broke,” the werewolf adds helpfully.

They tend to simply eat their production surplus.

In the end, we spend a few hours working out logistics and preparation. The idea is to have teams of mundane humans, mages, and werewolves working together to rid the world of threats by employing each species according to their strengths. We vampires will intervene when they need heavy support.

I admit to loving this idea. My little minions, keeping my territory clean of their own accord.

In the end, we celebrate with a toast and a group picture.

The picture returns a night later. My form is blurred and unrecognizable.

That…might be a problem if photography becomes more popular.

Unfortunately, there is little I can do at this stage. I must focus on the war. The upside is that I have, I think, achieved one of the hallmarks of good leadership.

Competent underlings.
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The Ranger’s Tale

Illinois, vicinity of Springfield

It was cold.

The shy sun of early March cast its rays on the land, providing light but little heat. Nature quietly slept away the cold season, and ice coated the branches like glassy ornaments. The cabin was exactly ten miles away from the main road. Only a path, barely more than a trail, linked the two, just the way the Gages liked it. If they wanted people to enter their lands, they would bring them themselves.

Harry Gage, the eldest brother, had walked out to relieve himself. His glare passed over the familiar landscape. There were leafless skeletons that would sprout leaves soon enough, rusted pines in the distance, and a large pond to his right that produced the occasional fish. He passed a hand through his dark, scraggly beard.

Something was wrong.

Just then, he heard it. A horse was making its way down the path towards them at a leisurely gait. Harry could see signs of movement through the white and brown of the surrounding vegetation. He felt…violated. No one came here without their approval. No one. Not if they had a lick of sense.

Harry turned and banged on the door.

“Come on out, we have a visitor!”

Curses flew through the thick partition. Only a few seconds later, it smashed against the far wall, and his three brothers spread around the railing surrounding their house. The cabin was built up high, away from the wet ground.

Gus, the fattest of them all, handed Harry his musket. It was, fortunately, loaded. Gus himself had an axe while Jeb frantically loaded an antique pistol. Lucius, the youngest, stepped to the side and disappeared in a shadowy corner with his “liberated” repeater.

Not a moment too soon. The intruder cleared the edge of the forest and moved forward on a very tall brown stallion. Handsome beast, that. Could sell for quite a lot.

The man himself wore a very neat jacket, waistcoat, and even a tie in shades of white and blue. He was all clean and proper and slightly intimidating in a rich folk kind of way, but the most curious thing was the hat. It was a wide-brimmed affair that cast a shadow, masking his features. Harry found the sight mildly upsetting, and just like every time something upset him, he turned it to anger instead.

“This is private property, stranger. You have no business here,” he declared with confidence.

A white-gloved hand reached through the cloak to grab something in the man’s inner pockets. He used a match to light a thin cigar. For a moment, the flaring flame showed them a trimmed moustache and judgmental brown eyes. Then the fugacious image was gone, and only a red, smoldering ember remained.

“Y’all took two crates of IGL ammo from Chicago with a promise to deliver them to Louisville, Kentucky against payment. The crates never arrived. I’m here to retrieve them.”

Harry froze. A complex mix of emotions twisted his face, but in the end, anger won.

“Yeah? I say we didn’t.”

“Y’all are the Gage brothers and you did. Signed for it too. Everyone knows you took the crates, boys, stop wasting my time.”

Fists tightened over weapons. The brothers had rushed out from a toasty sitting room, and they hadn’t had time to dress for the weather. Their breath formed white clouds in the frigid air.

“I’m getting those crates back, one way or another,” the man added with terrible finality.

Harry spoke between his teeth. “As I said, this is private property, old man, and you can’t tell us what to do.”

In answer, the man pulled on the left side of his jacket to reveal a shiny silver star. It caught the afternoon light with a strange red hue.

“Badge here says I can.”

“Fuck your badge. On this here land, I’m the law, and I got my brothers to back me up. It’s four of us against you, asshole.”

The rider’s eyes shifted to the corner where Lucius was hiding. Poorly. His breath had revealed him immediately.

Slowly, he pulled back the other side of his jacket. The thick fabric withdrew like a curtain to reveal a revolver in its holster.

It was, they could see, a nice gun.

It looked like a Colt 1860 in the same way a timber wolf looked like a cocker spaniel. The big iron was customized to the gills. Its grip was engraved bone that showed much use, and its barrel was long and heavy, the muzzle pointing out of its sheath. Miniscule engravings bent the light in a disturbing way.

Harry, who was positioned to see it fully, noticed that the gun’s maw had a different color, as if it had been fired a great many times, and the paint had been twisted by countless clouds of overheated saltpeter.

“Got enough for two more right here,” the man said uncaringly.

Then he fell silent. He had said all he had to say. The ember of his cigar flared rhythmically with his breaths as he waited.

Harry’s breath turned fast and deep. Blood flushed his body. He was practically fuming.

A glacial wind blew over the plain. It brought with it the crisp scent of untainted winter air. None of the statuesque trees moved, frozen as they were, and their stillness made the icy world outside look cut out of time.

Harry sighed. “Of course, let me just—”

Things happened very fast.

With a cruel rictus grin, Harry twisted and aimed his musket. Caught by surprise, his three brothers still raised their weapons with commendable speed.

A massive boom shook the very earth, and Harry’s chest bloomed in a crimson flower. The rider leaned right on his saddle. He moved his gun in a smooth arc that went from brother to brother.

Lucius was next. Another boom, and a hole appeared in the barrel that he had used as a hiding place.

The rider’s horse twisted to the side. He was almost parallel to the ground now, and the shift of his mount gave him a clear view of his last target.

The top of Jeb’s head disappeared, and a shot went off. The bullet dug harmlessly into the ground.

Time ran forward again.

Harry fell back. Lucius collapsed against the barrel, gurgling his lifeblood away. Jeb’s beheaded body crashed down like a puppet with its strings cut.

Gus bellowed, hands still grasping the axe. He had barely had the time to move.

The rider calmly sat back in his saddle. He still held the instrument of death. It smoked like the mouth of hell.

“Noooooooo! You killed them! You killed them all! What am I gonna tell Ma?!”

The rider stepped down unhurriedly while his stallion snorted, unamused by the sudden ruckus. He walked with no rush and no remorse, cigar still clinging to his lips.

“The crates,” he said with no emotion.

“Fuck! Why did you have to go and kill them…”

For the first time, the rider showed a modicum of emotion.

It was rage.

He threw a mighty hook into the fat man’s belly, bending him over in one blow. Gus fell to his knees and gasped, then shrieked when the rider placed the still-smoking muzzle of his pistol against his ear. It burned.

The rider removed the gun and hissed.

“You listen well, boy. You see them dead and think it’s tragic. I say they’re lucky. I’ve seen things you wouldn’t believe. I’ve gazed at what lurks in the valley of death. We are at war with more than you know and we, the humans, we ain’t winning. I need my side to work smoothly, and that means those crates going to where they need to go, even if I have to wipe out every last degenerate inbred on the way, one family at the time. Now, boy, you got two knees and I got three bullets. Where. Are. The. Crates?”

“At the back, Jesus!”

The rider pistol-whipped Gus, and he fell to the ground insensate.

Silence returned to the clearing, until a young woman stood up from a nearby ditch. She wore brown forester clothes and a metal gauntlet on her left hand. In the other, she held a fancy short rifle.

The woman pushed back her hood to reveal light brown eyes and hair. They had a strange radiance, as if they were on fire.

“Aw man, now we have to carry the crates ourselves!”

“You stay right there, Daisy, I got it. Bring the carriage forward.”

She whistled as the rider walked into the empty house.
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The Gambler’s Tale

April 8th, 1862, Shiloh, Tennessee

Night fell on a battlefield that had seen the deaths of five thousand men. In some places, a soldier could walk from one end of the field to another without stepping foot on the ground, so thick did the dead lay. On the south of Pittsburg Landing, some enterprising soul had set up a temporary bar for officers to drown their sorrows. Most of them had given a good accounting of themselves on the previous day, but there were memories that only the blurry haze of liquor could dull.

Such was not the case for the man in a bottle-green coat. He was a reporter, and had not set foot near the frontlines. He was, in addition, quite satisfied with himself. He and some of his colleagues had managed quite the coup. They had reported that the surprise attack on Union lines had nearly succeeded because their commanding officer, Hiram Ulysses Grant, had been drunk. Drunkenness was a common character flaw in the leadership of the war, and that rumor was like a wine stain, easy to inflict and impossible to remove. That would show the young upstart. His successes at Fort Henry and Donelson had made him too big for his shoes, the man thought.

There were rumors that parts of the line had dug in because some mysterious, last-minute informers had betrayed the Confederate approach. He gave no credit to those. Transfer of information was notoriously hard in those wooded, untamed lands. It would take a level of organization that neither side had.

Just then, a man opened the door and walked in, and the reporter turned to take his measure.

It did not take a genius to see that the newcomer was not an army man. He wore an impeccable suit in tones of charcoal under a heavy black coat of excellent make. The temperatures were still frigid, but his face was not flush.

The reporter saw peculiar features under a suspiciously clean bowler hat. This curious man could certainly not be called handsome by any stretch of language, but he had about him a sort of rakish charm, a vulgar magnetism that caught the eye. He immediately noticed the reporter’s attention and tipped his hat, sending water dripping to the wooden boards below.

“Some night, eh?”

Once more, the man’s accent was difficult to place. It was some sort of northern slang that evoked ships and docks and crates loaded in the dead of night. The reporter watched, bemused, as the man took the stool by his side. He ordered a whisky, double. A silver dollar appeared out of nowhere and flicked from knuckle to knuckle in a mesmerizing dance. More curiously, the reporter could not see the dollar pass from one hand to another. That was some trick, alright.

“We all need a little pick-me-up,” the man continued. “A night like this can drain all the warmth from a red-blooded American. Say, stranger, how about a wager to make it memorable? I bet ten dollars against an answer that you can’t figure out my little mystery.”

Ten dollars? Ten dollars?! Was the man loaded?

The reporter frowned and passed a hand over his brown Van Dyke beard. His instincts warned him of a scam, for the slick stranger certainly had that sort of air. However, the reporter was not too worried. As long as he himself did not bet money, he would be fine. Besides, the atmosphere was getting tedious. All the officers around were deep in their drinks in the dark recess of the makeshift tavern. They would not talk to him.

“Alright, you got me. Lay it on.”

The stranger gave a lopsided smile and poked the hastily-nailed wooden plank on which his glass was resting. The light of a lantern cast interesting shadows on the irregular surface as the stranger’s fingers started a little jig.

“A friend of mine mentioned an interesting theory. A correlation, if you will, between human traits in a subject, and empathy towards said subject. Now imagine this. On a vertical axis, we have empathy, and on the horizontal axis, we have a degree of resemblance to a human. At the lowest point stands, let’s say, a worm. Who feels sympathy for a worm when they attach it to a hook?”

The reporter hesitated. “Err, no one?”

“Exactly!” the man in the bowler hat said, pleased. “Only the most bleeding hearts would feel sorry for a worm. How about a fish, then? A little bit closer to us because it has two eyes and one mouth. Still low, eh?”

“I suppose?”

“But if you see a fish flopping on the ground, opening its mouth because it is quite literally choking to death, you would consider it a bit sad, at least. But nobody cares about a worm.”

The reporter frowned. Perhaps it was also because a fish was bigger? It was difficult to tell.

“But anyway, still low, still low…but what about a cow? You can grow attached to a cow if you raise it for a long time, even if it’s technically food. It has two eyes, four limbs, it can understand you. It can recognize you.”

“I would still not hesitate to kill one for a burger,” the reporter added. He was invested now, though he was not sure why. It had turned into a debate.

“Indeed. Still low, still low. But a dog is a bit higher. A dog shows loyalty, understands obedience, and those are traits that we like in others, do we not? And those cute little eyes when they beg…”

The reporter frowned. He was still not entirely convinced about the theory, though it certainly had merit.

“I will grant you this point.”

“Much obliged,” the stranger answered pleasantly. “Now, we’re getting pretty high on the list. The higher spots might be occupied by more primates like monkeys, though I am not sure myself. But plush bears, puppets, drawings of humans, they are very close to us, and we can identify with them. We recognize cute puppets as representations of people, and we feel emotions when watching a good, well-planned puppet show, can we not?”

“We certainly can! Why, I remember when I was young…”

“I am delighted that you see my point,” the stranger interrupted with a light smile.

The reporter blinked. Yes, it made sense. Representations of humans, even if they were approximative, could garner empathy from any viewer.

“So we are here on the chart, yes? High resemblance, high empathy. But what happens when something is almost human, but not quite?”

The reporter blinked again. He had liked the theory so far. It was something light and harmless you could share in good society that would provide insight and give the speaker an aura of brilliance. There was still more?

“Let’s say, someone who looks human, but with erratic movements. Like a man suffering from convulsions. There is something intrinsically disturbing about such sights. Or a human with a missing jaw! As long as something is at the very edge of humanity without quite fitting in, suddenly they horrify most witnesses. Have you ever noticed?”

The reporter tapped his mouth with a finger. At the edge, but not quite human? For some reason, he was reminded of a memory from his youth. There had been a book, he remembered. On the cover, a tiny gnome sat on a mushroom. One fateful night, a thunderbolt had struck nearby, and the brief illumination had played tricks on the child’s mind, turning the fairy’s smile into a forest of jagged teeth angled inwards, those mad eyes looking at him, ready to jump from—

“You have noticed, then.”

The remark woke the reporter from his daydreaming. “Yes. Some…some dolls are like that.”

The stranger was closer now, and the reporter felt pulled by those amber eyes. The room disappeared around him, and the others ceased to matter, to exist even. There was just the stranger and the theory.

“Exactly. Here, just at the edge of humanity itself, the curve dips precipitously. And completely. It even goes into the negative! Interesting, is it not? Here is the kicker, though. All human instincts have a cause, yes? Bad smells prevent the ingestion of rotten foods. You turn when something moves at the edge of your vision to protect you from attacks. Why then, does that instinct exist? Why does the sight of otherness in the familiar lead to such a visceral, horrified response?”

“I don’t know?” the reporter breathed.

The stranger smiled, eyes half-lidded.

“Tut tut, my dear, this is the subject of our wager. Give it a try.”

But the man could not. Would not. He wanted to know. “Just tell me why, man. I grant you your question.”

The stranger chuckled then.

“Not everything is as it seems. Too much was hidden that should have been remembered, and too much dismissed that used to be common wisdom. In a darker age, the ability to see the stranger knocking at your door for what he was could have saved your life, for the world was, and still is, vast, and filled with cruel things.”

It started slow. The reporter’s captured gaze traveled down, and down, from the stranger’s liquid eyes to the deathly pale skin of his cheeks, then to the parted lips and the fangs behind them. The reporter tried to scream then, but he found that he could not. Only a wheezy moan escaped his lips, but inside, his heart beat a maddening waltz. In vain. He was already taken. Tears of terror rolled down his face in warm trails. No one saw a thing. The susurrus of conversation blanketed the room, hiding the monster within.

“My question, then,” the stranger said. “Would you like to live?”

The reporter clawed at that lifeline with frantic hope. The stranger leaned forward and whispered in his ear. His breath was cold, and smelled faintly of blood.

“The strands of fate have been disturbed by shameless fabrications, and we are most upset. Your article has been lost somewhere along the telegraph line. Tomorrow, you will send another, and it will be truthful, or I shall return and silence the voices of discord. Forever. Do we understand each other?”

“Y—yes…”

“Good.”

The reporter let out a heart-wrenching sob and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, the lantern had dimmed. Most officers had left. Of the stranger, there was no trace.

The reporter felt something in his right hand. He opened it and the silver dollar fell down from it. It was still cold.


132: Snapped Shut 

June 1st 1862, Boston. Accords Headquarters

“Pierce. Shred. Bind.”

Constantine moves lazily and counters each attack one by one, slipping a bolt between two deflects. I expect it this time, and I manage to shield it.

“I need a break,” I finally say as I feel a painful drain on my essence. The Speaker nods and vanishes his soul weapon.

“You are making progress. I must admit that I was wrong. Your style is compatible with magical duels after all.”

“A work in progress,” I admit as I check for damage on my dueling gear. There are a few marks where the fabric was singed, but Constantine refrained from using too much power. Once more, my pride is the only casualty here.

“I am intrigued as to how you manage to cast correct spell sequences while moving and fighting.”

“My intuition allows me to feel which spell would be right if I focus enough,” I admit. I could hide this piece of information from Constantine, but I see no reason to do so. I must improve quickly, and he is the best magic teacher around now that I have mastered the basics.

“The rest will come with experience,” Constantine continues, “I admit my own lack of practice when it comes to battle. Wilhelm told me that I was too static, and that I made poor use of my soul weapon. What do you think?” he asks.

I consider the question in silence. I have more experience than him when it comes to scraps. Magic requires a lot of attention, one of the reasons why a lot of mages deploy shields to shelter them while they cast. To fight and cast at the same time is an art that only vampires can truly master, as others lack the time to do so.

“I think that spells are your main weapons. If you use your soul chains defensively, they are not being underutilized, they are simply your backup. Your main opportunity probably lies in proper repositioning. Sometimes, it is better to be at the right place and right time rather than throw artillery spells from behind. Especially in a vampire battle.”

“You are probably right. I will work with my bodyguards to be more mobile across the battlefield. It will allow me to support more squads. Enough of this. The lesson is over for tonight.”

I unlatch my breastplate and give it to an attendant. The fortress’s sparring room is unusually large, and quite empty at the moment. All squads have gathered in preparation for an offensive that I am not privy to, due to safety concerns. I would be annoyed, had I not such great control over the way we influence the war, with the trusting support of the rest of the Accords and minimal oversight.

“How are things progressing with the mortal conflict? Are you satisfied with the trajectory of the war?” Constantine asks as we move up the fortress.

I frown as I consider my answer. “It goes slowly. Every month we spend without major victories in the East increases the risk that the Confederacy receives international recognition. The English may have been scalded by French recklessness in Mexico, but they will jump on an opportunity if the rebels offer them a good one. It will happen if they grow desperate.”

“Hmmm, the English only ever support the winning side,” Constantine judges, “But more importantly, do you think that you can assist the Union’s army? The eastern theater has remained inconclusive.”

“Lincoln is pressuring general McClellan to move. The relationship between those two is frayed, but the president has so far declined to dismiss him. I am, myself, worried. Several skirmishes have gone in the Confederates’ favor despite Union superiority in terms of, well, everything. Save for commanding skills apparently. General McClellan’s slowness is a poor omen. The upcoming campaign will show whether or not my worries are warranted.”

“And in the west?”

“That is the thing. Union forces have forced a withdrawal from the major crossroad of Corinth just yesterday. Our more minor theater has an overabundance of skilled and aggressive leaders, while the eastern one, a dearth. I was hoping to force a transfer, but I was advised not to push the issue in the middle of a campaign.”

“You do not change a general mid-battle.”

“Indeed. Much relies on individual decisions. I considered sabotaging the Confederate leadership, but I was strongly advised against it. Apparently, there is a taboo against disabling civilian and military leaders.”

“There are no entities on the continent that we need to justify ourselves to.”

“And yet it would create a dangerous precedent, and lead to questions we want to avoid among the mortals. Or at least that is how Suarez put it.”

Constantine raises an eyebrow. “Not Sephare?”

“She does not have a monopoly on covert actions. In any case, sabotaging Confederate infrastructure has led to some difficulties.”

“There is not much to sabotage?” Constantine asks with amusement.

“Essentially, yes. The resources used when compared to the effects obtained makes such maneuvers prohibitively expensive. The Roland twins also told me that most of their mortal agents harbor a strong loyalty towards their own state. They are unwilling to reduce them to cattle to fit our agenda, something I can appreciate. Southern production facilities are also spread out. It makes much more sense for us to reinforce the North.”

“I understand. Save for a military disaster, the only possibility of defeat lies in the next elections. I have ordered our networks to give you their full support when it comes to information control. Many of our Wardens have taken over the major newspapers in our own states. I trust that you have done the same?”

“Melusine and I consolidated our holds years ago,” I scoff. As if I would let some louts slander and rabble-rouse to their heart’s content! Many of those journalists are more interested in provoking a response than in informing the public in a responsible, truthful manner. Upstart, social-climbing little careerists, the lot of them. Ugh.

“You should not frown so much, Ariane, you are scaring the staff.”

“Sorry. Some of those paper-pushers left a metaphorical bad taste on my tongue that I had to wash away with their blood.”

“Not helping.”

We finally arrive at Constantine’s office. His aide Sophia stands, and we both greet her. I turn to the Speaker one last time before I leave to attend to my own matters.

“In any case, we have further stacked the odds in favor of a side that was already the likely winner. The rest is in the hands of the mortals.”

Especially McClellan. I hope he delivers.

We exchange a few farewells, and I return to the ‘mortal intelligence room’, a large open space in the basement with a map at its center showing the current border and troop concentrations. Access is restricted to approved vampires and mundane mortals with a knack for organization and data analysis.

A pale man wearing a monocle charges me, brandishing a sheaf of papers. He slows down as he approaches but blabbers with the air of a scholar with too many thoughts bouncing around his head.

“Black Dog Hopkins sends word of the White Cabal’s progress. They have seeded infirmaries with agents, but apparently there has been a drive to do that on both sides to preserve lives regardless of allegiance.”

The Watcher save me from bleeding hearts. I use my superior discipline to prevent my eyes from inspecting the back of my skull.

Though, come to think of it, medical mages capable of long-range communication from behind enemy lines would be a boon.

“I will discuss it with him later. What else do you have for me?”

“Johnston and McClellan are clashing today. Reports are still inconclusive.”

“You should have started with that. What else?”

We go over several things, and I make a few decisions that cannot wait, as well as a few others that my advisors and I have worked on before. I do not believe that I am particularly smart myself, but I do have access to a broad range of talents to help me. Sometimes, I make mistakes. Such a thing is inevitable in the chaotic environment we find ourselves in. I do not allow it to deter me. It is better to be decisive and sometimes err than be late and allow opportunities to pass me by.

Besides, those are unknown mortals dying, and I cannot find it in me to care overmuch.

I retire to my quarters as dawn approaches. I already petitioned to travel south, to the human frontline, in order to better understand and coordinate our resources, but Constantine refused me for safety reasons. I would complain, but I would rather not wake up to a hostile Lord again, and so I have remained in the relative safety of our fortress. I have to make do with cold reports for now.

I know little about the vampire side of the war, save that our side has won several skirmishes through clever use of the home advantage. The Civil War has helped us in this regard, as locals are far more wary of sudden influxes of foreigners, and we have used it to our advantage. It also appears that the enemy’s supply of fae blood, which had given them an edge in early battles, is running out with no opportunity for quick replacements. I have high hopes that the foe’s position will soon become untenable. I just have to be patient.
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June 2nd, middle of the afternoon

Every day is the same. I wake up, find more reports waiting for me, and soak in all those changes. For the first time in my life, the Rosenthal essence has become the most useful one I possess. The late afternoon is usually reserved for sparring, and this time, it will be with Wilhelm of the Erenwald, under whose authority the fortress functions. I am therefore surprised when he knocks on my door as I finish getting dressed.

“Yes?”

“You could have warned me that soldiers would be conducting training nearby. Any troop concentration in the vicinity makes me nervous.”

I freeze. And freeze some more. I comb my memories for any related report, and find none.

“As they should! We are being attacked!” I spit.

Wilhelm stares at me for one second, then grabs a medallion from around his neck. He presses its metal surface, and a siren sounds throughout the complex. The windows behind me, already shuttered, vibrate as heavy steel plates descend to seal them shut. The same is happening everywhere throughout the complex. On the ground floor, I hear the mustering yells of the garrison.

It suddenly occurs to me that I may have been hasty in my judgement. It could have been an unscheduled…

“Do not second guess yourself. If it is not enemy action, then it is at the very least a good exercise. Now, go to Constantine’s office; I will be there shortly.”

I run back into my bedroom to grab the case containing my gear and rush down to the Speaker’s quarters. His door lies open, and a stairway, previously covered, descends into a cave that I did not know existed. Melitone, Constantine’s servant and twin sister, urges me on.

“Join him. I will fetch Marshal and we will take shelter separately.”

Marshal, huh? I always call Sheridan Sheridan. The two of them are getting awfully comfortable with each other.

Focus, Ariane. Battle first, possibly catastrophic consequences of Constantine’s sister and my human being a thing later.

I step down into a surprisingly large rectangular room, leading me to believe that the rock beneath the manor has the structure of Swiss cheese and more chambers than a beehive. All sass dies in my mind as I take in Constantine’s seat, not of political power, but of magical might. We are in his sanctum. Here, he holds the bindings to most of the land’s defenses.

“Your warning came just in time for the village guards to retreat, though I fear that for the outer gate men, it was too late.”

The tall Progenitor faces a far wall entirely filled with rows upon rows of reflective surfaces depicting a kaleidoscope of scenes, so many that my mind suffers an unusual feeling of vertigo. I see trees, rooms, corridors, fixed defenses. I narrow my focus on the few that Constantine currently focuses on. The silvery, deformed shapes of impostors in Union uniforms sprint across a small clearing. Two sentries lie on the ground, quite dead.

Constantine raises his heavily-decorated staff and two golems burst out from the trunks of dead trees. They are thin, insectile shapes made of blades and hard edges. They mangle the attackers with a level of savagery that even I would not match. In mere moments, the squad of a dozen attackers is meat across the ground.

“Well,” I remark laconically, “that’s the end of that.”

“No,” Constantine answers in a deep, throaty voice. He turns around, and I see for the first time in thirty years a new emotion on the Speaker’s face.

Rage.

“I have only just begun.”
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The next few minutes are the very embodiment of something I fear: bloodshed without the pleasure of the Hunt. Murder on an industrial scale. As soon as the last elderly attendants passed the gate, Constantine turned the forest, lower village, and path to the manor into a death trap of unprecedented proportions. I watch, mesmerized, as soldiers spread out, only to be taken out by those thin, mantis-like golems. Then they regroup around mages who can disable their simple frames with spells.

“Fire mage, mark twenty-seven,” I inform Constantine at his request.

“Excellent. Thank you. Now, to give them a warm welcome.”

“Incinerate,

Burn to cinders,

Those intruders,

That I did bait.

Doomfire rain.”

The circle around the standing Progenitor ignites in furious crimson and a large ‘boom’ shakes the manor to its foundations. Through layers upon layers of rock and enchanted steel, I hear a sound like a dozen tea kettles about to boil over. Three seconds later, the mirror goes black.

I brush some dust from the shoulders of my dress.

“I think we lost vision on mark twenty-seven,” I say.

“That is quite alright. So did everyone else. Another target, if you please?”

I look around, but our foes are in full retreat. Out of the three or four hundred impostors converging on the manor, more than a hundred have perished in the span of twenty minutes. There are pit traps on major paths lined with serrated spikes now clogged with corpses, their dozens of spikes running red with lifeblood. A steel cable snaps out of nowhere and plucks one of the retreating men from his line before sliding back like a snake with its prey. Some trees have exploded to reveal golems, while others boast a more immediate payload. Magical wires, previously inactive, trigger as careless feet trod by to catch them in sharpened bear traps. Parts of the forest are on fire. Others are glassed over. Plumes of smoke obscure several mirrors.

“Err, I think they are retreating to their main lines. Mirrors one through, hmm, seven.”

“Ah yes, the edge of the property.”

“They will probably wait for nightfall. I see sarcophagi and secured carriages. How did they even come so close?”

“That is for Wilhelm to find out later. For now, let us continue with our task. Come with me please.”

We climb back up, then down through the main stairway, with Constantine’s bodyguards in tow. The manor’s ground floor is deserted. According to protocol, all non-combatant personnel should have reached the secured vaults at the bottom of the hill. The vault has several escape tunnels that can only be opened from the inside, and not without Constantine’s knowledge, to limit the risk of a traitor letting enemies in. This is only one of the many measures in place to assure the safety of the fortress’s denizens. For once, Constantine’s meticulous efforts are bearing fruits.

“How many traps are there anyway? How long did it take to prepare that many devices?” I ask as we walk.

“I have been working on and upgrading the defenses since I first moved here, so one hundred years, give or take? As for the number of traps, your question makes no sense. Some of those can be rearmed or remade if they are disabled, while others toe the line between spell aids for me and traps proper. Does the giant mutated fish by the river count as a trap, or as a guardian?”

“We have a mutated fish?” I sputter.

“Indeed. Which reminds me, I have to tell the cooks not to throw potato peels in the waters. Wilhelm says the fish has trouble digesting them. The potato peels, I mean; good chefs are hard to come by. Ah, here we are.”

Constantine presses a segment of rock that looks just like every other rock. It depresses, and a concealed passage opens. I must have passed this specific place a thousand times. I never noticed it.

Inside, I find a square room with a tall ceiling, as well as the two largest golems I have ever seen encased in complex scaffoldings.

I have assisted the Speaker in building constructs before, and they had always struck me as objects of exquisite precision. His mortal past as a watchmaker was more vocation than employment, and it shows in his work.

These golems are different. Only passion and inspiration could produce such seamless unions of art and deadly efficiency.

And they are huge.

Easily as tall as three men, the behemoths shine under the golden light of enchanted lanterns, their surfaces as smooth as placid lakes. The air whistles around magically-sharpened blades, unmoving for now. Helmets suitable for emperors hide their most delicate systems. I manage to hide my awe through great effort.

“Quite a sight, eh?”

“Oh. Yes,” I reply neutrally.

“No need to pretend, you have been staring for a whole minute already. I was about to launch them.”

Dammit.

Constantine smirks and approaches a small pulpit. I join him, only to see a single, massive red knob the size of an orange popping out of its center, with ‘launch’ inscribed in fat runes underneath.

Constantine blinks and turns to me.

“I have been looking forward to this. Not the attack. This.”

His fist smashes the thing and, with a strange sound like something winding up, the golems detach from their protective frames. They step forward. The ground trembles!

Two openings in the far wall slide up to allow them to exit, then back down after their passage.

“I have created a vestibule to protect the operators from the touch of sunlight,” Constantine says, proud of his own foresight.

“Can you not call it a lock like everybody else?”

“I made them, Ariane. I call them whatever I please. Now, look behind the frame where the left golem used to be. There should be a mirror there. I planned on attaching both golems to the central control unit, but having another pair of eyes will serve just as well.”

I follow his instructions and find a chair hidden within the depths of the scaffolding, beneath several tons of enchanted steel and other exotic elements. I sit gingerly, and swallow a yelp when the mirror before me comes to life and displays the manor’s exterior, close to the ramp leading up the hill. The two golems are walking down the path to the mortal village beneath. Everything feels so…tiny.

“You have but to touch the mirror and repeat a simple command for the golem to obey. It will recognize, kill, capture, take, and destroy. Do not attempt anything too complicated. Only I have the full knowledge of their programming,” Constantine mutters as he fiddles with an array of instruments like an organist at a concert.

The mortals are fighting with shotguns and basic rifles. Meanwhile, we use war golems the size of Egyptian statues that we control remotely. Unbelievable.

And yet the armies to our south are more than a hundred thousand strong. Each.

Such a strange world this is.

The golems reach flat ground and accelerate, treading over land with disorienting speed. Each of their strides covers so much ground that the difference between what I see and what my body feels sends me reeling for a moment. The mind boggles. If I were still mortal, the sight would make me nauseous.

Wilhelm, the fortress’s steward, enters the room, distracting me from the eerie sensation. He wears full chain and leather armor in brown tones, a helmet that covers everything but his brown eyes, and his long blond beard falls on his chest in a small, rather cute braid.

“The evacuation is complete. The manor is secure. May I ask how things are on your end?”

Constantine answers with a hungry smile. “The mortals have fallen back beyond the limits of the domain, where they think they are safe. I intend to show them the extent of their mistake. How did you put it? When you have secured an area, make sure the enemy knows it too?”

Wilhelm nods, but he does not share the Speaker’s enthusiasm.  “This is all well and good, but we have to plan for tonight. This is but a prelude to a major vampire offensive.”

“And where, do you think, are their resting places?”

“In close proximity to us, protected by three hundred cattle and assorted mages?”

“And where, do you think, are my golems going?”

Wilhelm’s stoic air morphs into one of cruel glee. He watches one of the mirrors as the two war machines charge up the road.

I do not think I will ever forget the facial expressions of the sentries shortly before the head golem pulps them. A mix of horror, shock, and disbelief. The war machines enter the encampment unchallenged. Cattle are not the most responsive beings.

There is no battle. A mage—one of Martha of the Lancaster’s people—is the first to order something, and the line of carriages moves. They split up and down the road immediately at great speed, heading south towards Quincy and north to Boston proper.

I watch uselessly as my own golem wields its massive blade for a bloody harvest. This is pointless. Those cattle were meant to die in droves, though perhaps not as meaninglessly as they have done so far. They are of no importance.

Killing the mages would help, but they were the first to scatter.

I cannot destroy the carriages either. If any vampire slumbers unprotected, I would be condemning them to a fiery death that would make future conflicts more pitiless, something that my side wishes to avoid.

I can only capture one.

I inspect the screen and find the gaudiest, most gold-plated coach. I point at it and yell “Capture!”

“You know, you do not have to scream,” Constantine remarks with a hint of condescension.

Gah!

“I see that you two have things well in hand,” Wilhelm says, “I asked for reports explaining how we could be approached so easily. I will return shortly.”

“Wait a moment, please. It appears that Ariane and I both managed to capture a carriage. Please, do ask my bodyguards to come in and then return promptly. We will open our presents soon and see what fate brought to our door.”

“Is that what we call those now?” I ask.

“As you will. Make sure that you and your protege wait for us, no matter how confident you are in your own abilities,” Wilhelm answers as he turns around.

Wait.

Hold on.

His what now?

“We are not fools, Wilhelm. Do hurry.”

His PROTEGE? As in, the one trained to replace him? Me? I did not even consider the remote possibility of a peaceful transition of power! I was ready to laugh over his defeated form and say ‘hah, this is for having me tortured all those decades ago’. What will happen if he just abdicates in my favor? Is it a better revenge or a worse one?

And Constantine did not even deny it.

As I am left stewing in my own surprise, Wilhelm and the two mysterious bodyguards come back, then I am sent upstairs to pick up the battle gear I had forgotten in the Speaker’s sanctum. I quickly get changed and run back wearing Loth’s repaired armor and a lot of weaponry.

The return of the golems is announced by the tortured scream of abused metal.

“It appears that your lock is too small to accommodate both golem and carriage,” I note.

“Vestibule, Ariane. My vestibule is too small. No matter; the golems will wait. We will drag the carriages in ourselves.”

The mortals never see how much we are forced to improvise and make do. Thankfully. Or our supernatural aura of omniscience would fade with a deluge of complaints about who should push, who should pull, and who should just get out of the way. Eventually, our grumbling gaggle of undying horrors capable of bending reality itself gathers around the main lock while I stay behind and let the Lords take the initiative. I do not trust myself in a life-or-death situation. Last time, I lost control over my essence. It bubbled over and burnt itself out. I cannot afford a repeat.

It takes Constantine fifteen minutes to crack the lock of the carriage. They decided to start with the gaudy one, the one I picked, and the most secure. The door finally creaks open on groaning hinges to reveal…crates upon crates of beans and desiccated vegetables.

Uh.

“We have been baited,” Constantine gracefully says, covering for my mistake. “They must have anticipated an attack.”

“This bears the mark of Orpheus, their strategist. He has a keen and devious mind,” Wilhelm comments.

“We can discuss this later. Push the carriage against the wall so that we may inspect the other. Hopefully, our catch this time will be better.”

With the benefit of experience, the second coach delivers its contents with more ease. A Lord in full plate armor casually descends the steps, holding a heavy mace in one hand and a gauntlet in the other. Only a pair of deep green eyes are revealed by the form-fitting protection. He inspects us, then the gaudy carriage.

“Ah, I see that you have found Lord Bertrand’s favored means of transportation. A shame that a man cannot be captured twice, is it not?” he asks with no hint of apprehension in a smooth voice that belies his war-like accoutrement. His eyes travel to a crate poking out of the door.

“His carriage was used to transport dry leeks? By the Eye, seeing this almost makes my capture worth it. Please tell me there is bacon as well.”

“Beans, in fact. And who might you be?” Constantine asks drily. The siege we find ourselves under is fraying his patience.

“My name is Lucas, at your service.” He bows smartly. “Can we discuss terms, or should I prepare myself for some unpleasantness?”

“You will have a cell with amenities, regular access to blood, and a book of your choosing that you may change every night, just like your fellow captives. Your belongings will be returned to you once your freedom is granted. You can either go to that cell on your own two feet, or with them in a separate box,” Constantine replies.

“Would these terms extend to the two Masters I have with me?”

“Yes.”

Two vampires, a man and a woman, peek out from behind the shape of their protector, who then steps down.

“You do not wish to interrogate me about our plan?” he asks in a bored voice. I know he is feigning calm, but I also find his countenance commendable.

“Will you talk without torture?”

“No.”

“Please drop your weapons and stop wasting my time.”
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The newest prisoners are led to the jail, and we reconvene in the lobby. Besides me, there are no Battlemasters here. All of our trained warriors have gathered in a single army that is now…I do not know where, but far. Too far to arrive before nightfall. The only vampires here are support staff like Sophia and visitors here to seek asylum—despite the ongoing conflict—who shall remain neutral by oath. Wilhelm begins.

“I have news. The attackers arrived by ship shortly after dawn, with one frigate escorting two transports. They had legal authorization to land, but the irregularity of the situation, and the presence of many armed men, created such a ruckus that they were stuck on the dock until ten. We rang the alarm before they could fully deploy.”

“We have been saved by bureaucracy. I am not sure what to say. How many carriages are we talking about?” the Speaker replies.

“Eyewitnesses taken from the city say nine.”

We all ponder this for a moment.

“They must be desperate,” Constantine finally says.

I steal a glance in his direction. I had no idea that he felt so confident about taking on seven Lords and their squads with only four. The Progenitor is strong, but is he that strong?

The others apparently share my doubts.

“Orpheus will have come in person for such a project. He will have the cream of the crop with him,” Wilhelm says lightly, with the air of someone trying to goad a small child.

“Excellent. I was looking forward to testing the inner defenses.”

The bodyguards shrug, faces hidden behind black helmets. I cannot read their auras.

“I will require your participation for the next phase. We will have much fun together.”
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Nightfall

The invaders have successfully regrouped. They know that with enough time to call upon our resources, we will unmask their ‘Union’ troops for the impostors they are, and they will be without escort in enemy territory. They must strike hard, and they must strike fast. Instead of spreading out, the squads deploy in formation at the edge of the property. They entrench vampire mages on the side. Shields shimmer everywhere.

They move.

As they approach the edge of the human village, the traps, so far hidden, all spring at the same time. Pits open and hidden whips lash out. Spells explode. The surface of the hill leading to the manor opens, and cannons vomit canister shots at the densely-packed formation, but those are not mindless cattle making their way to the fortress. Lashes are dodged, then torn out. Shields soak up shrapnel and blast waves alike. The troop does not relent. They move with confidence through explosions and an unknown, particularly vicious cloud of blood magic.

Then the cloud’s full effect is made manifest.

Masters and Lords scream as the fog, which they had ignored, eats at their flesh. Red mist melts undying flesh with voracious hunger. The army is forced to push through despite their pain, for to falter is to fail. The first squad steps foot on the path leading up, and the side of the mountain spits a cloud of steam at them.

It burns.

The hiss of gaseous water cooking its surroundings is soon answered by yelps of pain. Speed is of little use when the obstacle is omnipresent. A thick barrier now separates the attackers from their target.

But these are not backwater mercenaries now assaulting the fortress. Without being told, a few spellcasters dig up wind spells from the depths of their memories. Gauntlets are modified on the fly to assist with the casting, and the steam is warded off. The attackers do not follow the path up. Instead, they start climbing the sheer rocks of the cliff, thus activating a new layer of defenses.

Hidden mechanisms throw spears through layers of dirt and vegetation, skewering the climbers at their most vulnerable positions before retracting. Worse, the traps emit no aura, making detection all but impossible before they are sprung. Spells howl down with enervating precision. The attackers’ numbers play against them as they are forced to dodge into others or risk being destroyed, and still, they climb.

The first of the nimble figures jumps over the edge of the garden, on the northern side of the manor proper, where I am waiting.

“Finally,” a petite Master in a fuming dress gasps as she stumbles through a bed of roses.

“Congratulations!” I scream.

I shoot her in the head.

And the next person after that, though he successfully blocks with an enchanted bracelet.

“It’s her!”

“The blonde bitch!”

“Get her!”

I sprint back to the manor, hissing and sputtering the whole way. Blonde bitch?! When did I get demoted from Devourer to blonde bitch? Absolutely scandalous.

I wish the enemy had followed piecemeal, but they regroup into squads in moments. Some of our foes are still down on the cliff face, busy being turned lobster-red.

I dive into the complex through one of the few open doors, followed by a Lady in light armor using a whip. Her squad fans out behind her.

I dodge to the side as her soul weapon extends and rakes through several yards of wall. Under the destroyed facade, I spot the silvery shine of the fortress’s bones. This is Constantine’s playground.

I come across stairs and climb up. The Lady jumps…and crashes against a shield, which just appeared.

“You are just delaying the inevitable,” she hisses.

I say nothing, since it would only be drowned out by the loud rumble now shaking the corridor. Steel barriers descend from the ceiling to separate us.

The predators are being herded. Everywhere across the complex, squads are split and directed like sheep to the slaughter. I climb to the second floor and come across the chained bodies of half a squad, caught like flies in a spiderweb. They look annoyed and ignore me. It appears that the enterprising lot tried to get in from the balcony, and the manor obliged, only to cut off their escape routes as soon as they were in.

A wall shifts to my side, and a mirror appears. Constantine’s slightly strained voice sounds muffled, though perhaps I am simply distracted by the explosions in the background.

“Ariane, dear, Orpheus is attempting to his way down to the jails as we speak. I believe that you cannot assist with the current battle. There is, however, something you can do to solidify our position in the incoming negotiations.”

“And what would that be?”

“You need to capture the ships the Expansion Faction came in. They are staying put a little ways off the bay.”

Oh.

Yes.

“I can do that.”
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Three miles off the Boston Harbor

Two men stood tense on the deck of a frigate. They had the documentation needed to satisfy blockading ships. They were heavily armed. And none of that would matter. Only a specific signal would steer them from their current, circular course. They scrutinized the horizon with anxiety, and the crow's nest was doing the same. And quite a few pairs of eyes besides.

“Still no signal,” one of them said, adjusting his marine officer’s uniform. It did not quite fit his broad shoulders.

“I can see that,” the other retorted. He had taken the garb of a Union captain and wore it with ease.

“Ramming speed, Mr. Rolf!” a female voice bellowed behind them. Or was it a trick of the wind, come to torture them through the haze of stress?

“Did you hear that?” the captain asked.

There was a sound now, like mumbled protests.

The female voice returned. It was closer. There was no mistaking it for an auditory hallucination now.

“The time for stealth is passed, I say,” it yelled, “Brace for impact!”

A veil was lifted, and a steamship hybrid appeared starboard, as if vomited out by the depths of the ocean. The men could only see the steel-clad prow aiming right for their deck, and on it, a lithe figure wearing a ridiculous tricorn.

“YOU HAVE RUN AFOUL OF THE DREAD PIRATE ARIA—”

Impact. The two men were sent rolling across the wooden deck like pinwheels. The captain winced and tried to climb back to his feet despite his disorientation. They were under attack! He had to do something!

Someone landed besides him with barely a whisper of fabric.

“I have to work on the timing for that delivery,” she said. “Anyway. You are my prisoners now! Are you ready to surrender all your booties?”

The captain’s eyes traveled up. He considered correcting the woman’s mistake—at least he hoped that was a mistake—but then his gaze reached her smile, and he reconsidered.


133: The Hive 

The room chosen for the negotiations is an office on the second floor. It has been cleared of furniture save for a long table with three seats on each side. Couches adorn the corner for a handful of spectators.

To my surprise, I have been asked by Sephare to attend as an observer. Our side is represented by Constantine, Sephare herself, and Islaev. The Natalis Lord acts as Jarek’s second and his representative since the old monster is still captive. By pushing for this, Sephare has effectively made a show of solidarity for a minor faction while disabling a third, possibly discordant voice. The major Lords will attend as observers. Although she had to align with them on bottom line and objectives, control over the negotiation is essentially hers.

The Expansion Faction is represented by Martha of the Lancaster, the pint-sized archmage, Bertrand, the grudge-bearing monumental twit, and Orpheus, the yet-to-be-insulted. I stare at the last man for a very simple reason.

He is very, very handsome.

Orpheus is the model I would use to paint an angel. Come to think of it, I may just do that. He would be falling, wings aflame, impotent rage and grief plain on his delicate features. Hmm. And he would be naked, of course.

I return my attention to the matter at hand. The Expansion Faction wears luxurious but slightly ill-fitting clothes on account of being caught in armor. If the deal breaks down, they will be allowed to reequip and return to the jail, where they will be given a chance to fight their way out.

It is a doomed prospect. They know it.

During the battle, Constantine realized that he could not stop Orpheus from freeing Bertrand. The angelic Lord had imbibed a significant amount of fae essence, allowing him to brute force his way through any barrier. Constantine simply allowed him to waste essence on a vain attack and locked down the entire prison afterward. The Expansion Faction leaders realized that the risk of being caught on our territory at dawn was too much and proposed a truce. Now, it is up to Sephare to turn this truce into a favorable treaty, and quickly, because my omen has come to pass.

We have lost contact with remote villages.

My warning proved useful, and our agents have been instructed to keep an eye out for rumors of mass disappearances. Similarly, the Lords take the situation extremely seriously. The problem is that we are stretched thin. Between the mortal war paralyzing a great many assets, and the vampire war mobilizing our fighters, we can barely spare a squad or two. The Knights have already started to move, but we have received no news from them. Nor can we rely on them to solve everything by themselves.

When the ‘talks’ begin, I am left extremely disappointed. There is no grandstanding, no eloquent declamations. In fact, the six barely talk at all. One side proposes and the other demands something in return. If they disagree, they search for acceptable alternatives, otherwise they move on. I can tell that Sephare is being very aggressive while Bertrand is, for once, measured and accommodating. Not that he has much of a choice.

The discussion lasts long into the night despite the total lack of emotion displayed. There are long periods of silence during which no one moves, no one speaks, and not one aura flickers. Both sides communicate via gestures they hide from their counterparts. I find the whole thing extremely tedious.

Islaev only intervenes when it comes to the Natalis land. They are to be returned in their entirety in exchange for safe passage. Bertrand categorically refuses to leave the American Continent. The two sides finally agree on a border ranging east-west from Monterrey all the way to La Paz in the Pacific Ocean. It helps that the French force, under Mask influence, still has to conquer most of the country, including Mexico City.

Back and forth the arguments go, using money and other treasures to grease the gears of diplomacy. I regret joining long before the discussion is over. I hate it, every aspect of it. We have won, and still we must make concessions to guarantee a long-lasting peace. I wish we could just CRUSH THEM.

But I am too weak and only have myself to blame for my lack of power. Already, my presence is a favor rather than a necessity.

By the time the final document is signed, dawn is approaching. The Expansion Faction is allowed to spread its influence in Mexico, while we retain control of the rest of North America. If we had created permanent holds there before the war, we could have leveraged their existence. Once more, our main problem is only made more manifest by this treaty. There are too few of us. We do not even have the numbers to satisfactorily control the Mexican capital. We cannot spread indefinitely either since a lone vampire remains vulnerable to a determined assault.

“You focus too much on the negatives,” Sephare informs me as we move to our personal quarters. “The Accords are now officially recognized in the eyes of our world. Before, the Accords were merely a front, an agora used to solve grievances peacefully. Now, we are a government recognized by all, a new player on the board. The loss of the Mexican south is meaningless because we never controlled it. Our opponents are merely filling a vacuum. Rather than clinging to something we cannot control anyway, we obtain several significant political and diplomatic prizes.”

“They will attack us again.”

“Yes, in fifty years, when we have consolidated our position and they have something to lose besides reputation. Let us find out what the disappearances are about while we are at peace instead of enduring years of costly skirmishes. The Expansion Faction is not the only opportunistic predator we have to fear.”

“I suppose.”

The agreement leaves a bitter taste on my tongue. We placed the entire Expansion Faction in check. We should be sending them home by boat with a spike up the nether regions and they should thank us for letting them live. Instead, we have to tolerate their despicable presence on our southern doorstep out of fear that the war might escalate and we start going after each other’s mortals. The moment I become a Lady, I am gathering an army and leading it to throw every last one of those pricks into the Atlantic, with their heads in separate garbage bins.

I really hope that the vampire knights can help me with that. Jimena said that she would make some inquiries. I merely have to wait.
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June 18th 1862. Two weeks later

Four riders thunder down the path south as the moon rises over Virginia’s valleys and hills. Through forest and field we trot. Yes, trot. The thunder comes from Jarek’s humongous Nightmare.

I stare at the imposing back of our fearless leader. A custom-made Union cavalry lieutenant uniform strains over his massive shoulders. I notice that they are quite tense. Behind us, two mortals ride at a respectable distance, also in Union uniforms. I wear a light, pale blue traveling dress with a soft cotton cloak plus hood, so that I can hide my features.

And gloves.

And guns, but I always have a gun somewhere.

“The forward base is just ahead,” Sheridan whispers. “I sincerely hope that our documents will be enough.”

I cannot comprehend how he could spend so much time with me and still approach such situations with anxiety. I could wave a bawdy tavern song scrawled on a napkin under the nose of a group of sentries and convince them that it is a presidential decree. And that I am, in fact, the Princess of Wales here to visit my lover. I believe that some stubborn remnant of lawfulness prevents him from ever being at ease during a deception. By the Watcher, how is he such a straight arrow? We have engaged in piracy. Goodness me. Some people never grow up.

The last member of our expedition is Cedric Birmingham, shield mage extraordinaire and the White Cabal’s representative in this endeavor. His presence does not help Jarek’s mood.

We slow down as sentries hail us, and wait as Jarek convinces the thin mustachioed man in an open vest and kepi to let us through. The poor sergeant takes one look at Jarek’s face and decides to look elsewhere, mostly at the folded paper he was sullenly given. A helpful private comes bearing a lantern. The shy light allows them to take in the full appearance of their visitor.

Once more, they decide it preferable to avert their eyes. They find me.

“A woman?” the sergeant asks.

“Private.”

Jarek’s voice is low, rumbling, and usually warm, but now it holds a threatening undercurrent that they cannot miss. Silence ensues.

“You can read, yes?” the living earthquake continues.

A nod.

“What is the word at the very top of the sheet I just gave you?”

“Err. ‘Confidential’, sir. Ahem. Right. No more questions. You may pass.”

We move on. The sentries guard a road between two forested hills, and we continue through to an open plain entirely covered by a camp as massive as a proper city.

I have to stop for a moment to imprint that image in my mind. Rows upon rows of white tents line up in tight ranks. Most of the cooking is done for the night, but the smell of stew remains strong in the air, as well as that of sweat and human refuse. The camp is well-ordered and the soldiers serene, as if the bloodshed to come could not affect them. Many are young, I notice, and have the green air that I associate with recruits. To think that ten years ago, the army had just fifteen thousand men. Now, hundreds of thousands serve under their respective flags, an entire generation rushed to the slaughter under officers as clueless as themselves. They watch us pass with curiosity.

The camp lives.

I hear violins in the distance, and on an open field, soldiers play a strange game with bats and bases and a thrown ball.

I think my fellow Illinois soldiers might be somewhere around here.

It takes us several minutes to reach the other end of the massive encampment, during which we are observed but not hailed. The uniform of an officer certainly helps, but not as much as Jarek’s annoyed sneer.

Then we are across, and through the risky land separating the Union force from Lee’s army of Northern Virginia. Nothing has changed in the landscape, but the tension is now palpable. We tread contested land.

“Ariane, could you not also wear a uniform to avoid questions?” Cedric asks innocently enough.

“I could not be prevailed upon to don male garments,” I lie haughtily. My retort shuts him up.

“She is too…shapely…to pass for a man,” Sheridan whispers to his neighbor a little bit later.

“Sheridaaaaaaan, I will cut off your cigar supply!” I threaten without turning.

In the distance, an owl kills something small and furry.

“Should we not change into Confederate garb?” Cedric finally asks once he realizes we are not slowing down.

“No need,” Jarek growls. “We will use stealth. Observe.

A few miles off, I taste the waiting auras of a few mortals and smell their nervousness on the air. Jarek must have done so as well. We slow down, but do not stop.

A single old man in a Confederate officer’s uniform stands proudly across our path on a bay mount. He tips his chin back as we approach, lush white beard on display.

I love watching reactions to Jarek when he does not soften the blow of his presence with Charm. The gaze of the moon gives even mortals good visibility, and the one facing us bears a torch as well. There will be no hiding it this time.

It starts with a glare, because we wear hostile uniforms, then a frown as his mind registers that his depth perception might be playing tricks on him, then to a stunned look when Jarek comes close enough and he realizes the sheer absurdity of the Natalis Lord’s measurements. Above his Nightmare, he towers over his lessers by at least half again their size. A colossus. A monster.

Then Jarek stops by his side and the physicality of his presence awakens the most primitive, ancestral part of the person’s brain. Jarek has no use for hidden threats or sheathed fangs. He is not a creature of the ballroom, like most of us. His nature is plain to see, and the officer realizes it now.

Jarek looms.

He is quite proficient at looming.

As the distance between the two men shortens, the human leans back and the vampire simply exists around and above him, seemingly covering the stringy, underfed fighter in a muscular embrace. Jarek’s voice resonates once more, as ineluctable and gravelly as a landslide.

“You and your fifteen friends hidden on the side of the road have two choices. You can choose to have seen us. Or you can choose to let us go. I swear to you that we are not here to harm your interests. I also swear that, should you fight, I will kill every last one of you and wear your innards as garlands across my chest. So. What will it be?”

I will give the officer credit. He manages to remain upright. It takes him a few seconds to formulate a response, but when he does, his voice is almost clear.

A respectable attempt.

“Well, that is a rather unchivalrous offer,” he says.

In answer, Jarek reaches back and grabs for the weapon hanging from his thin saddle: a giant battle axe. He waves the titanic implement before his interlocutor’s sweaty brow.

“I don’t know about chivalrous, but I can do medieval.”

Oh please.

“I think we can let him go, sir, I think he’s telling the truth. Oh, and they have a lady with them,” a voice bleats from the side as the officer attempts to keep control of his mount, who has caught a whiff of something predatory.

The pale man grabs that excuse like a drowning man to a buoy.

“Well. If they are escorting a lady. Clearly I can let them through. Yes. You are clear to go. Let it not be known that the rigors of war would find our gentlemanly honor wanting.”

We ride forth unimpeded.

“So. Vampire stealth. Huh,” Cedric comments.

When Jarek was freed, he returned to his land and found it methodically looted, up to the grain he needed to seed his fields. Most of it was recovered as part of the peace settlement, but the sting to his pride remains. It shows in the way he handles things tonight. His people have requested he leave so that they can focus on repairs while he broods his annoyance away.

I do not mind Jarek’s presence, or his short temper. The ancient Natalis has not crossed the line yet between curtness and indiscriminate violence, at least not with our allies. He was the most vocal in support of the continuation of war. The invasion of his home still blazes in his heart with righteous fury, but he has remained faithful to our organization. For this, I will tolerate his small hissy fit. He is a sweetheart.

At least according to vampire standards.

Also, we fought side-by-side in battle and he sacrificed himself to allow me to escape, so I would unleash all the guns in Illinois for him if he only asked. No need to tell him, or he might be tempted.

The mood is more subdued as the night goes on and we follow a complex set of directions to our target. On one occasion, we stop to ask our way from a pair of southern soldiers leaning lazily under a lantern. They very politely inform us that, yes, we are on the right track. They even wish us a prompt journey.

“I told you that this was the right direction,” I hiss.

“It cost us nothing to confirm it,” Jarek retorts.

We arrive on the outskirts of Dodgetown a little after midnight. Dodgetown was unimaginatively named after its founder, like many other hamlets across the country. It barely qualifies as a town to begin with.

We decided to come after a report was intercepted that the town had been evacuated. This information was recovered by one of our agents and immediately dismissed by the local authorities. I find the scouts’ languor frankly unacceptable. Indeed, the truth is apparent as soon as we arrive.

The forested path opens into a humble valley nestled between several low hills, with a small river snaking its way between patches of statuesque stalks loaded with berries. Flowers in rainbow shades adorn squares of ripening wheat, the golden treasure a boon to the surrounding soldiers. Or at least they would be, if there was anyone left to harvest them. The serenity here is a lie. It wields the color of nature like a skinned hide to pass for tranquility, when in truth, it is the silence of the grave. The stench of death and old blood saturates the air, as well as another one, bitter and defiled, that sets my teeth on edge.

“By the Eye. No…”

“Jarek?”

“No. I may be mistaken. Let us continue, but be vigilant.”

Then to the mortals: “If I tell you to run, you gallop away. Is that clear?”

The two know better than to object.

We ride on, and it soon becomes obvious that whoever reported this as an ‘evacuation’ was either blind or a complete idiot. We pass a one-story farmstead with its door hanging open. Farming implements and a stove can be seen from the road, as well as the remnants of smashed ceramics. No one in their right mind would have left their houses unlocked and messy, not unless they left in a hurry.

I do not believe that they managed it.

We dismount and walk in. I cross the threshold without difficulty, confirming my hypothesis.

Its previous occupants have died to the last child.

“Claw marks. Here,” Sheridan says.

I turn to see gouges in the doorframe.

“Too small to be a werewolf, too strong to be a human,” Cedric notes. He is right. A transformed werewolf would have ripped off the entire panel. The traces of aura are wrong as well. Werewolves are cursed, but even they do not feel so…tainted.

Jarek stands silent before a spot of blood. There is surprisingly little of it on the ground considering how heavily the smell hangs in the air. The precious liquid is pinkish and…wrong. Deeply wrong. It STINKS.

“By the Watcher, what is that thing?”

“Disaster. Absolute disaster. I thought the vilebloods extinct since the fourteenth century. How could they still be alive, here? This makes no sense. Unless…Those insane cockroaches unleashed them as vengeance? But no. They are too greedy to be this stupid.”

“Jarek, I find your behavior concerning.”

“My behavior should be the least of your concerns. You do not know. You cannot know. We believed that we had rid the world of this evil forever. Our opponents, our opposites. The locusts to our lions. The blood-starved hive. The vilebloods. I must see it with my own eyes. Come, we must find tracks. There is nothing left in this village.”

I follow him outside without understanding. The two mortals come along as well, although they are subdued before his darkening spirits. We mount and circle around the ghost town, inspect its empty arterial roads and gutted houses. We find nothing. Or rather, we find too much. Too many scrambled tracks.

“They could be anywhere, whatever they are. We need to make a bigger circle,” Cedric says.

“No, wait,” I reply.

Something tugs at my soul once more. It calls to me like the tide of death that overran the map back in Boston.

“That way.”

Cedric frowns. “Are you—”

“We go. Now!” Jarek roars. The urgency has spread to all of us now, and we trot at a good pace down what amounts to little more than a forest track. The land is dark, our allies blind, but we do not stop and neither do they. We soon burst into a deserted clearing around a lone stone. Nothing seems out of place save for the diseased appearance of some of the vegetation, yet I can feel a deep unease, a discordance of sorts.

“The fabric is so thin here. Something has disturbed this place,” Cedric comments, now fully aware of the wrongness. Even Sheridan frowns.

“We must press on,” Jarek says. And we do.

I smell it first. More blood in the air.

“We must hurry,” I mutter.

“No!” Jarek interrupts, “No, we cannot risk the mortals laming their horses. Not now. They will have to run hard soon. Let them keep their strength; we are too late anyway.”

And we are. We arrive at the edge of the next hamlet to find devastation. In the previous village, the slaughter was cold. Here, it is fresh and leaking. A single house has caught on fire, possibly due to a fallen lantern. The blaze rises high into the sky and hides the heaven under a cloak of soot and embers. Only the red light remains, and it shines over savaged bodies drowning in their own blood. Men. Women. Children. They lie where they have fallen in torn heaps, still clutching gaping wounds with rigid fingers. A cow of some sort must have been caught in the open, or so I assume. Only a single bell and frayed pieces of hide hint at the feast that occurred. The air is thick with terror.

Jarek stops Cedric as he dismounts.

“No. Stay on your horse, ready your weapons, and whatever you do, do not get hit. I know what we will find, but I need to must be able to swear seeing them with my own two eyes when the Council of Wardens asks me. Stay close.”

“Will you finally tell us what the vilebloods are?” I hiss.

“You will see for yourself. Keep them off your Nightmare.”

I grumble. All these ominous declarations tire me. We are APEX PREDATORS and these…whatever they are, their stench upsets me.

We cross an orchard and reach the main road, well-lit by the flames.

“We leave that way on my command,” Jarek orders.

The street is thick with bodies. Twenty paces before us, a woman gasps her last breaths, bloody hands clutching the ruin of her abdomen. She sees us and gurgles a few unintelligible words through the haze of pain.

“I’m going,” Cedric says.

“You are not. You will sit on your saddle and watch,” Jarek says.

“But…”

“And when you are done, you will report what you saw to your precious White Cabal.”

The shield mage returns his gaze to the dying villager. It does not take a doctor to realize that she is beyond help. She convulses a few more times, then her back arches despite her wounds, and she collapses.

And keeps moving.

It starts as a tremor, then her muscles cramp and creak with such shattering intensity that her bones break. Her spilled blood inexplicably runs back to her veins. Ridges appear on her skull as hair falls away in clumps, and ivory shards erupt from her bleeding fingertips. All around her, other bodies echo the macabre transformation. The corpses are turning to monsters at a speed that I would never have believed possible if I had not been here in person. Everything I know about magic and transformation, all that I have studied, even my own experience and Dalton’s murderer’s demise to the Key of Beriah, all agree that what I see is an impossibility. Such speed cannot be achieved in our native realm. And yet, with one last sickening crack, the thing that used to be a woman stands up on spindly, spiked limbs. Two dark orbs land squarely on us. They have no irises, no pupils. Only the inky void of what this creature represents.

I understand it now.

The all-devouring hunger.

We are shepherds of this world, in a way. We live and die among humans. The wise among us invest and build, but not this thing. They—no—it, too, is a stranger, but one that lacks ego. It exists to consume and move on. It is vile and defiled and it does NOT BELONG.

The thing shrieks. It calls with a high-pitched trill that finds answers around us.

All around us.

“About face. Cedric, take point. Don’t stop for anything! Go. Go!”

The mortals’ horses do not need to be asked twice. They neigh and gallop as fast as they can. The shrill calls spur on a mad dash. Pale, shambling shapes surge from the nearby bushes. Some are the size of buffalos!

“What the fuck?” Sheridan says.

I share his opinion.

The jaws of the ambush close around us, but we are not harmless farmers.

“Shield!”

Cedric forms a transparent wedge that throws aside the first opponents as they rush him. Meanwhile, Sheridan and I unload into the creatures assaulting our flanks. I watch, mesmerized, as one of the creatures still crawls forward in a demented gait with half of its chest missing.

“Ari, he—”

Rose slashes above and across a creature’s chest on Sheridan’s side, sending two mangled pieces careening to the ground.

I can barely absorb the essence I gain. All I taste is the shadow of a fading entity that thrashes and bites in its death throes, the remnant of something great. The creature I killed is but a tiny part of a distant whole.

“Take it,” I tell Sheridan, handing him my revolver. I shall wield spells and blades from now on.

Behind us, Jarek covers our retreat. Some of the larger specimens can keep pace with the humans’ tired horses, and he keeps them off our backs.

“Flay.”

More creatures die. Some, we leave behind as they trail vestigial organs from mortal wounds in their eagerness to kill us. I successfully manage to cover Sheridan while he reloads. As for Cedric, he holds the Shield steadily for the few minutes it takes us to plow through the entrapment.

The forest slows our pursuers down.

Eventually, they give up.

We only slow down after we have returned to the first empty hamlet. The extent of the devastation and lost life becomes more obvious as I start counting houses and assess how many lives were lost, then turned.

“I think that now is a good time for explanation,” I inform Jarek. Politely.

We wait in silence for the Natalis Lord to speak. He looks worried for the first time since I have met him. Even the inevitability of his capture did not provoke such a strong reaction. Eventually, his gaze lowers to the three of us in turn.

“Children, all of you. Ah, but it matters not. I was a child as well. Where should I start? Ah, yes. Half a millennium ago, a third of the world’s human population died in the span of five years.”

I stare at him, flabbergasted. “What?”

But Jarek only scoffs. “Children indeed. This event was well-recorded. We call it the Black Death, the mother of all plagues. It was not caused by the vilebloods, but it lured them in. The suffering and agony of a hundred million humans brought the hive to our realm.”

“They are one among many. Shadows,” I whisper.

Jarek nods. “Indeed. We fought the hive for over thirty years. Thirty long years of attrition and carnage. Thirty years cowering by day with our mortals in impregnable fortresses of stones, watching them die of disease. Thirty years of red nights and ceaseless slaughter. Poland was our battlefield, and we only found out about the hive because we lost the Dvor Lords dwelling there. You see, the problem is not just their savagery, or the way they reproduce. The problem is their intellect.”

What?

“Intellect? But those things—”

“—were cunning enough to ambush us, to wait until we were close enough before rushing in from all sides. A lone vileblood presents little danger to a vampire, but a hundred lays traps, a thousand plan battles, and ten times that number start wars. To this day, I am not quite sure why they tried to extinguish us instead of moving on to the tender heart of Europe. Perhaps it was aggression, or perhaps it was part of some eldritch scheme that we cannot comprehend. The few of us who tasted their essence figured out their true nature. As Ariane put it, they are shadows. Imprints of something alien and unfathomable. The more vessels there are, the more that alien mind can bleed into the torrent of flesh that heralds its coming.”

“So we need to prevent them from reaching a tipping point,” Sheridan observes.

“And there lies the problem. They will be cunning enough to avoid armies and large towns until they are ready. By that time, it will be too late. The chaos of war only aids them in this task. No one will bat an eye at losing communication with the frontier, especially along the border. I will warn the Council. You, Ariane, will go to Washington.”

“You want me to warn Sephare?” I ask with a raised brow. I can contact her from here just fine.

“No. Not her. The humans.”

We all recoil in shock at this…preposterous proposal. Talk with the human authorities? What madness is this?

“We have no choice. I will ask for the Council’s approval, but you must go there.”

I close my eyes in annoyance, smooth my long skirt, and reclaim my revolver from a confused Sheridan.

“What are you doing?” Jarek asks, surprised.

“If I don’t want to Charm every member of Congress, I shall need solid proof. I will be right back.”
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Ten minutes later

Do not kill that thing, Ariane, do not kill that thing, Ariane, do not kill that thing, or you will have to fetch another one.

Jarek watches me as I drag a smaller drone behind me. It stopped screeching after I damaged its throat a bit. I hold it by the neck so that its flailing cannot reach me. Apparently, the creature’s suicidal tendencies do not extend to snapping its own joints. Good to know.

“Ariane. What, in the name of the Eye, are you doing?”

“Yes, err, far from me to criticize or anything…” Cedric adds.

“I already told you louts,” I reply with undisguised annoyance, “if I want to convince anyone that a wave of horrible magical locusts is descending upon us without being thrown in the loony bin, I will need irrefutable proof. Even a dead thing could arguably be the work of a gifted taxidermist. That claim becomes more difficult to support when said thing is desperately trying to claw your face off. Jarek, would you kindly, kindly help me bind it? Much obliged.”

We quickly find ropes in a nearby warehouse. The main problem is that we will not be able to carry the drone around on a leash.

“I need to build a cage. A container of sorts…” I say.

We look around and find no such a thing. Unsurprisingly, since the average Virginian mudhole rarely keeps bears around for entertainment purposes. I do find nails and solid planks. I decide to put my advanced engineering skills to use building a crate. There is a joke in here somewhere.

Cedric stares at me as I dry-fit planks together to form a solid base. We are going to need something sturdy.

“Should you not be standing guard?” I finally snap at the man looking over my shoulder.

“Sorry, it’s just…It’s not every day that I see a vampire Master doing manual labor.”

“If you could waggle a hammer as easily as that tongue of yours, we could have avoided this situation entirely!”

“Jeeesus, woman. Alright, I’m going!”

The alliance against the end of the world is off to a great start.


134: Revelation 

Upon our return, Jarek’s plan to boot the door to the presidential office open and dump the hive drone on Lincoln’s desk is short-lived. Sephare imposes her veto and Jarek’s complaints fall on deaf ears.

“We will disseminate this information in due time. I give you my word, Jarek. The Council of Wardens must hear of it first, or just imagine how those old Lords will react to being told of this momentous event after the mortals. Right? Right.”

And so we ship ourselves north to Boston for an emergency session.
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Boston, June 17th 1862

The Council chambers are nowhere close to full, as many domains are still reorganizing following the departure of the Expansion Faction. Time was simply too short. We still count at least one representative per seat of power, and I can read the tension in the postures of the vampires present.

It takes an experienced eye to detect concern in a creature with no pulse, no facial expressions, and aura control developed as a survival tool. As always, the devil is in the details. Gazes that collectively follow the movements of the newcomers. An artful poise just a bit too relaxed. The signs are many, and I have had plenty of experience in the past few years.

Constantine enters last and just on time. We go through the opening protocol with some impatience until, finally, Jarek takes the floor.

“I have never been very good at politics, so I will state this plainly. In the fourteenth century, we fought a world-ending plague of monstrous creatures that reproduce from human corpses. They killed a hundred of us in combat, almost killed the rest, and now they are back.”

I see shock in the minute widening of eyes. Hands rise up in the air.

“Are you quite sure?” one of the Wardens of Maryland asks.

“On my blood I so swear. I saw it with my own two eyes. A pack of fifty drones or so, and there are bound to be more. They fought the exact same way.”

The next to speak is a statuesque Roland Master from the Mississippi domain. “I have studied our history extensively, but I have never heard of this event. Are you saying that the records were voluntarily erased?”

Jarek sighs, a low, rumbling sound like wind through a canyon. He sits heavily in his stone chair and leans forward, hands linked together. Nobody protests at the breach of protocol. “The battle took place around the current territory of Poland. We have expunged all mortal records from that time, because our existence had become common knowledge, and it was our wish to disappear again. Vampire records exist, but those of us who were alive at that time have no wish to go over those memories. You have to understand. We thought this was the end of the world.”

Jarek’s eyes grow clouded. We all sense the gravity of the situation, of what led a Lord as powerful and unyielding as Jarek to bend under the weight of memories.

“Hell had come to earth. The world half a millennium ago was more religious than your own. Younglings have grown jaded towards the Christian beliefs nowadays. You believe in technology and profit. We genuinely believed in the scriptures, though we thought ourselves on the wrong side of them, and to us the time of judgement had come. Pestilence, Famine, War, and Death rode across the countryside. Humans died in the millions. Millions. You cannot comprehend the extent of the death we were seeing because, to you, these are abstract numbers. You do not understand the mountain of corpses this represents, how many lives were destroyed, how much was lost. You cannot comprehend, and if the Eye allows it, you never will.”

I am dragged into his aura, the naked sorrow and, yes, terror in it. As Jarek speaks, I can hear it in the background. The sobs of disbelief of the survivors who did not understand why they still drew breath, the roars of hordes of drones climbing castle walls day-in day-out to slaughter every last creature of flesh still moving. The starving humans, as no field could be safely tilled. Vampires dying in combat as they were overwhelmed one by one and, behind our foes, that ominous presence that bled into our reality more and more with each creature adding its mind to the collective.

“We spent years in battle. We extinguished entire hordes in our blackest of hatred, slaughtering them from dusk to dawn until the ground was caked with blood and pyres of the fallen darkened the heavens. We thought the end had come and that they were demons. I almost wished that the trumpets of the apocalypse would sound and that the angels would finally descend to burn all of us, so that it would stop. They did not. We ended the conflict. One summer, we rode across the land bellowing battle cries and nothing answered. It was finished.”

The end of the tale is received in silence. This all feels surreal to me, as if the gnomes and farfadets of old stories have appeared to clean our attics and steal our slippers. Now I know how mortals feel when they meet us.

One of Suarez’s lieutenants is the first to react.

“Is it Mask again? Did those idiotas unleash this?”

Jarek frowns. “I do not know, but if they are responsible, it must be a rogue. Someone desperate for revenge. Only a madman, or madwoman, could hate the world so much that they would wish to end it in this manner.”

I contemplate the possibility. A true rogue would rely too much on instinct to come up with anything more elaborate than ‘go there, kill’. Someone who lost their bonded humans would fit the bill.

“I will summon Mask Ambassador Madrigal after this session has concluded and find out the truth,” Constantine says. “In the meantime, the situation calls for an immediate mobilization of all our resources.”

A few uncharacteristic mutters spread through the assembly, but the Speaker is quick to remind them of the sword of Damocles hanging over our necks.

“I believe that most of you are missing the point. No matter how well we work, the cat is out of the proverbial bag. We are not fourteenth-century Poland. There will be no erasing the records for this.”

“You cannot be serious…”

“Cohorts of journalists from all across the world have come to document the current conflict. Hundreds of printing presses across the continent work tirelessly to spread the news. Right now, there are only rumors and dismissed reports. It will not last. This is it, ladies and gentlemen, the cloak that has shielded us from the public eye for the last two centuries has lifted. Magic is coming back into the open, and us with it.”

“No.”

“Impossible!

“We must not let it come to pass!”

“SILENCE!” Constantine yells, then settles back down as his order is obeyed. “What we have is a cannon with its fuse lit. We cannot control the blast, but we can control the trajectory. We will be working around the clock to bend the narrative of this revelation. We will need the help of every last Courtier in this endeavor, so interrupt all training and recall all of your agents. We are going all in. This meeting is adjourned for two hours, during which you will be given the opportunity to discuss with your peers. We will decide how to communicate with the press, the government, and the other magical factions tonight. I will accept no delays. You may leave now.”

We all stand and move out with more alacrity than ever. I quickly join Sephare as she hails me.

“I must say that your alliance with the White Cabal is a benediction,” the lithe Hastings Lady comments in hushed tones. “I will be relying on you to align with them. But that will come later. I need you to join me in Washington, with your two Courtiers if possible.”

“Why me?” I ask, a bit surprised.

“I trust only you to be sensible around the Union’s top military and civilian leaders. I know that you have better things to do, but it might be a good experience for you to make contact with a few key generals directly while you have the opportunity. Just, please, do not bite them.”

“And you will need the muscle?”

“No, the representation. Remember, they will look at us and see their first supernatural…people. Their first impressions will dictate their responses for a long time, and having someone I can depend on will go a long way towards assuaging my concerns and building a long-term relationship with the mortal authorities.”

“I assent, but I will need to leave soon so that I can get the White Cabal on board with the reveal. I have an idea.”

“You do?” Sephare asks, expectant.

I nod.

“If we can put a positive face on the, shall we say, mystically-inclined population, it will go a long way towards making our existence more acceptable.”

“A figurehead. Who did you have in mind?”

“An archmage by the name of Reginald Lewis. He is very handsome and charismatic. More importantly, he has a strong sense of justice and integrity. We will not need to steer him to protect his kind.”

“If he is naive…”

“He is, but he also knows it and listens to the next Black Dog candidate. I can think of no better ambassador. Not to mention that the mages will support us and get invested in this project. We already control most mainstream newspapers. We need only make sure his attractive mug is printed on enough front pages.”

Sephare considers, then assents.

“You are coming into your own. Very well. I only need one week of your time to get the government on board, then I will support you however I can.”

Finally, I am showing some initiative. But I must bring this project to a satisfactory conclusion, because Sephare will be watching.

“One last thing,” I say. “Have you heard about the drones? Perhaps from your Sire? We certainly need all the knowledge we can get.”

Sephare chuckles, a teetering sound that I always found vaguely threatening.

“You are letting that ancient horror Nirari and Jarek twist your perception, dearie. You are from the first bloodline. Mine did not exist in the fourteenth century. By the Eye, even the Lancasters only appeared a hundred years later. This is ancient history for most of us. Sometimes, I cannot tell if you are one of us, or one of them...”
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Washington, four days later

The antechamber to Sephare’s office has been recently refurbished to exude a gentle, old-world charm. I can still smell the acrid stench of drying paint under the more prevalent one of coffee and tobacco. The colors are black, chestnut, and gold, with more attention given to decoration than our puritan society would normally allow. I have dressed for the occasion, in an embroidered black dress with golden filigree. The daring cut leaves most of my shoulders bare without, thankfully, revealing any cleavage.

Apparently it is quite a popular fashion with gentlemen.

Sephare’s personal maid styled my hair into an elegant updo, exposing my neck and leading the eye to a beautiful necklace with an engraved ruby. The jewel hosts a powerful shield charm because I will never sacrifice safety in the name of beauty when sufficient preparation will account for both.

A knock on the door, and a new visitor enters the room. His brown gaze travels over the many seats, the low tables, and the room’s two occupants. Night has only recently fallen, and Urchin stands near a bookshelf on the side opposite me, leafing through a book. Or rather, books. Every time a page turns, he swaps the book in his hand out for another one. The transition is seamless enough that only the most perceptive mortals discern the subterfuge. The others only feel a faint trickle of unease, just as Urchin intended.

He is, after all, the stick to my carrot.

Or the thorn to my…gah, this is hardly better.

In any case.

The newcomer inspects us all. He wears a Union uniform with quite a few stars, a brown beard, and thick dark hair. He possesses a keen gaze that lingers on Urchin’s books, then immediately follows me as I put down my notes and rise to greet him.

I curtsey in a traditional manner, keeping my gaze slightly down.

“Welcome, sir. Please, sit and make yourself comfortable. Lady Sephare will be with you in a moment.”

The soldier slowly takes a cigar from his waist pocket and lights it. The reddening embers shine furiously in the diffuse radiance of the gas lamps. I find him quite rude. Most would have asked before stinking up the place.

Oh, a test. He is gauging our reactions. I still stand demurely with a light smile.

“How did you know what I was here for?”

“You were let in,” I answer honestly. We have wards in place for the occasion.

A puff of smoke floats forward. The powerful odor is fresh, and thus not entirely unpleasant.

“You are one of them, then?”

One of the ‘mystical Americans’, as Sephare sold it. She has presented herself as an expert in spirituality. That is, so far, how the handful of key officials we have contacted see us. She hinted that we can cast spells, but the humans think only of curses and such. They do not know about vampires and werewolves, and will not until much later.

“Yes.”

“Huh.”

“Are you perhaps disappointed? Were you expecting a few warts and a broad hat?”

Another puff of the cigar. The soldier’s eyes narrow.  “What am I waiting for anyway?”

“The creature is in the cellar. We have caged it behind steel and glass for safety, but there is a limited amount of space as a result. Only seven people are allowed in the room at any time. This measure also serves as a precaution. As you may have heard, the drones reproduce by infecting human corpses. We would not want an outbreak in the center of the capital, would we?”

“Is it truly under control?”

“It will not escape containment without outside assistance.”

The soldier contemplates my words for a moment. “You know, I considered bringing a hundred men here to arrest everyone, then find out for myself if this whole thing was a bizarre hoax designed to waste the army’s time.”

Urchin’s claws pierce through the leather-covered tome he holds. I frown. Those books are expensive.

“You did not,” I finally reply, “because you will see the truth for yourself without any need for force.”

The man takes a few steps forward, blue clouds following him like a veil.

“If you truly are witches…”

“We prefer the more pleasant term: mystic.”

“If you truly are witches, then you could confuse my mind.”

Tick tick tick goes a claw against my coffee cup. This is our TERRITORY.

“You are a guest here,” I remind the visitor with a tight smile. “We have extended every courtesy, and we expect the same in return.”

My interlocutor sits heavily in front of me, and I also regain my chair.

“Very well. Mystique. Answer my question, please.”

“You are a man used to the rigors of battle. You will examine your thoughts and find them clear, even as horror stares you in the eyes. You are also welcome to return here and inspect the creature again at a later date, when you have taken appropriate precautions. In fact, we expect this location to see a lot of traffic in the coming days.”

“What precautions would those be?” he scoffs. “I do not know how to avoid bullets; how could I ward off curses?”

Oh?

“You were shot at? I thought that generals were not subject to such treatment.”

“Hard to judge what’s happening in the frontlines from the rear of an army engaged in battle. I have been shot at but am pleased to report that I was missed.”

He considers his next words and reluctantly continues. “Though I admit that it got pretty close in Shiloh. One of my aides even lost his hat!”

Shiloh?

“You…you are Hiram Ulysses Grant!”

I click my mouth shut. The general’s attention briefly drifted to the hint of my fangs, which I had carelessly revealed. It would not do to spook one of the few military leaders I respect!

“I was not aware that you people, no offense, were so interested in mundane affairs.”

“Surely you jest? I have been doing my best to support the Union from the very beginning. Do you not enjoy the abundant supply of ammunition I provide?”

“Wait. The eagle?”

“Yes! Illinois Guns of Liberty! That is me! I mean, us. I have tried so hard to make sure that our side was decently provisioned. I must say, you are one of my two favorite generals.”

“And who, pray tell, might the other one be?” Grant asks with some measure of bemusement. I have not gained his trust yet.

“George Henry Thomas.”

“Was he not originally from the South?”

“Yes,” I reply, “as am I. Now, why not tell me how I could help you fill MacClellan’s shoes?”
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Ten minutes later

“Most officers and theorists alike severely overestimate range during major engagements,” I explain excitedly. “Yes, hitting reliably at four hundred yards is all well and good, but how many people do you think can make that shot anyway? None of the Irish refugees or city dwellers your recruiters grab off the streets, that is for sure. That is why we are considering switching entirely to metal cartridges and a repeater structure.”

“I understand that we must attack relentlessly and aggressively to achieve victory, woman. Even with your best efforts, however we could not operate effectively in the South because our supply trains would struggle to follow us. And replacing our entire arsenal would simply be too cost-prohibitive. I do see the appeal of equipping cavalry with repeaters, however.”

Grant frowns and considers his cigar, which has run its course. “I never expected to discuss matters of war with a woman. This has been a disconcerting evening, all in all.”

“Please look at me as one of your chief weapons suppliers.”

“You do not dress like one.”

He’s got me there.

“I did not come here to discuss theory,” he continues, “but those reports I saw. Tell me, is it true what they say? A horde of monsters? Really?”

“We would never have revealed ourselves to you if the fate of the nation—no, of mankind itself, at least on this land—was not at stake.”

“There are no signs of those drones you mentioned in the West.”

“By the time they reach the West, it will be too late. We must stop them before they attain critical mass, otherwise they will be free to reap the continent and throw armies after armies of creatures at the survivors. It’s already happened once, and the population density then was nowhere close to what it is now.”

“What period of history are we talking about?”

“The fourteenth century.”

Grant smushes the butt of his cigar into a conveniently-placed ashtray.

“Men had swords and shields then. We have muskets now.”

“And muskets can punch through a knight’s armor, but they do not inflict the kind of catastrophic damage that we need to disable those things. At least not quickly. A mortally-wounded drone can keep fighting for thirty seconds. That is a long time in battle.”

“Are you quite sure?”

“I saw it happen. On my blood I so swear.”

This elicits a raised eyebrow. “A strange idiom. Nevertheless, I am still not convinced that this is not some form of elaborate prank. Magic and monsters…what world are we living in?”

“Since you asked…” I reply, revealing my fangs this time, “You are living in ours now.”

Sephare returns before Grant can tear his gaze from my smile. She is followed by several old men in dark suits. One of them holds a handkerchief to his mouth and looks slightly ill. The smell of terror, sweat, and vomit soon eclipses that of tobacco. John is downstairs to provide a much-needed confidence boost to the witnesses. The sight of an otherworldly horror still impacts them greatly, and I can understand why. No bars, chains, or panes can lessen the chilling realization that there are many more of those beasts out there.

I am genuinely concerned as I watch those men stumble away from the receiving room and out into the cobbled streets. They may fear the hive more than they fear us for now, but even if we should succeed, there will be a lot of blame to go around. The magical population is a ready culprit.

I must make our media campaign work.

“And you must be General Grant. Please, follow me sir. The drone is this way,” Sephare says.

The two disappear into the depths of the manor.

Urchin chuckles. “You seem starstruck, Mistress. I never expected you to look up to a mortal so much.”

“I do not look up to him, but think about it. He can order tens of thousands of men into battle! Explosions everywhere!”

“Definitely starstruck.”

“I see that you are still using your little book trick. Would you like to see mine? I bet that I can make your tongue disappear.”

Urchin lifts his hands in mock surrender. I know that I have not heard the end of this.
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Avalon, White Cabal main stronghold west of New York, June 27th 1862

“This is unacceptable! Who do you think you are to take this sort of decision in your hands? The White Cabal will not tolerate the vampires’ tyranny!” Archmage Pruitt bellows.

The Council of the White Cabal is a majestic amphitheater with a row of seven wood thrones in a half-circle opposite a pulpit from whence a tired ‘president’ moderates the debate.

My detractor’s protests do not elicit the kind of annoyance I expected in my allies. Even the usually caustic Frost appears subdued.

“This time, the bloodsuckers have gone too far and revealed their true colors. They care not for our alliance! They seek only to use us as cannon fodder, and this latest betrayal proves it beyond the shadow of a doubt. I propose a vote that we immediately cease all cooperation with those monsters and finally—”

“Oh shut up, you do not have the right to call a vote,” Hopkins answers.

The Black Dog is older now, with gray hair and a slightly stooped back, but his brown eyes still shine with the rapier-sharp intellect that turned a motley refugee group into a force to be reckoned with. Human spellcasters tend to age more slowly the stronger they are, but Hopkins is completely human. His time is coming. At the very least, his legacy is secured in the person of William Hope, a brilliant tactician. The young lad has really come into his own.

He is also married to a fellow archmage, Mina Kincaid, and has three children, so I suppose that I should stop thinking of him as a young lad.

Hopkins’ interruption would have gone more poorly if ‘voting for an immediate end to our alliance for the sake of mankind yadda yadda’ had not been Cornelius Pruitt’s default answer to my presence for the past twenty years. He fails to understand that proposing something a hundred times and being rebuffed on every occasion makes him look weak. Werewolves do not have a monopoly over pack mentality.

“You are all fools!”

“Yes, yes, I have heard it all before. Now, Ariane, Cornelius raises a good point. The decision to come out in the open should not be made by vampires only.”

He knows exactly what I will answer. This is simply one diplomat passing the baton to the other.

“You misunderstand. That decision was taken out of our hands the moment the drones appeared in a nation with a relatively large population, reporters, and printing presses. Our own Council had to face the same decision you now face, and we have reached the conclusion that the existence of real magic—not as a superstition, but as a scientifically-demonstrable fact—will reach the public within the next three months. Pandora’s Box has been opened, ladies and gentlemen. We can no more contain it than we can stop the tide. Our only hope to avoid persecution now lies in presenting a united, positive front to the general public.”

“And I suppose that vampires will handle that?’ Cornelius sneers.

“As a matter of fact, I have come to offer the White Cabal the opportunity to take your rightful place at the forefront of this revolution. We vampires have means, but we prefer to remain in the background for obvious reasons. As the people closest to mundane humans, it is my belief that mages will present the most relatable image to the people.”

“And take the brunt of the attack should the mundanes turn on us!” Cornelius erupts.

“That would happen no matter what,” I calmly reply.

“Tsk!”

“What did you have in mind?” Frost asks in a slightly broken voice.

“We have access to many newspapers, and we can use them to present ‘mystical Americans’ as fighters on the forefront of this new war. What would help the most would be a fresh face, someone charismatic who would represent us in the population’s mind. Someone whose honor and righteousness cannot be denied.”

“And I assume that you had someone in mind?”

“Yes. I believe that Archmage Reginald Lewis would be the ideal candidate.”

Befuddled mutters fill the amphitheater. I take a risk by naming a candidate myself, since he will be looked upon with distrust by my most fervent opponents. I decide that the risk is worth it, first because Reginald is the perfect figurehead and anyone else would come short, and second because he is definitely on edge about working with me.

Perhaps I should not have eaten all those enemy casters in front of him during our little outings together. Ah well.

In any case, the die is cast.

“Is there any specific reason why you would choose young Lewis?” an old lady with a monocle asks me with some suspicion. She is speaking out of turn, but a quick look at the president tells me that he will let it go.

“He is handsome and a straight arrow,” I reply.

Silence spreads across the room.

“That’s it? That’s the reason? No lies, Ariane of the Nirari, we know that you vampires have layers upon layers of schemes,” she says.

“I hardly need layers of schemes when handling the hoi polloi. Have you talked with the average person in the street recently? A good-looking, square-jawed, muscular Anglo male straight-shooter has the best shot at garnering public goodwill. That is all we need. But we need a lot of it.”

The assembled mages glare at me with distrust, but I know that I have them. Old mages are naturally arrogant and look down upon the normal population. In this regard, we have much in common.

“When you put it like that…”

And now we are having a conversation instead of a carefully-managed political negotiation. I sense the change in the mood and pounce on it. Sinead always mentioned that part of Charm is perception rather than influence. The ability to seize the right moment.

“Look, we will need the mages to represent us, and you need our access to money and the press. I was the one who sold the idea of cooperation to the Speaker and his lieutenants. Pulling back the curtain on the supernatural world will lead to a lot of misery for our peoples, even if we manage it properly. This is our one and only chance to seize the initiative and present a united front to shield ourselves against the normal humans’ wrath. We will strive together or we will suffer alone. I am not asking you to sacrifice anything, I am offering you the opportunity to be one of those who steer the ship. We both stand to win more and lose less by working side-by-side.”

It takes a moment for everyone to mull over my words. Archmages, especially the old and crusty ones, regard everything with distrust. I do not expect them to agree on the spot.

“We would have conditions,” the old woman says.

“Then list them,” I offer.

“You are not seriously considering—”

“Oh, shove it Cornelius, the moment you start contributing instead of whining, I will listen to you. We need to discuss this alone, Ariane of the Nirari. Please leave us for the time being.”

I consent and am led outside. We have acted quickly and decisively. Now we just have to hope that it will be enough.


135: Out in the Open 

September 18th 1862, three months after the Accord Council’s vote

Madrigal’s expression is more solemn than usual. I cannot help but draw parallels between him and Luther, the Erenwald ambassador I met during my short stay in the Parisian catacombs. While Luther was haughty and distant, Madrigal adopts a more debonair persona. Different styles, I suppose. The Mask envoy still wears his usual long black jacket over a white shirt. His dark hair falls around his hawkish face down to his jawline.

We stand in one of the manor’s upper rooms, repurposed from personal quarters to an official reception room to accommodate our increasing administrative needs. Constantine sits on a throne-like chair while a handful of Wardens form a small assembly around a long table. A gesture from the Speaker, and we all sit down at the same time.

“Greetings, Madrigal. I assume that you have an answer to our inquiry?”

“That is correct,'' our guest answers with a mellifluous voice. “I have conversed with several members of the Mask leadership, including Bertrand. The release of the Hive Scourge has already been qualified as an unforgivable act that will lead to an automatic death sentence. Bertrand gave me his word that all members of his expedition have sworn an oath to that effect, and that Lady Martha will do the same with her subordinates in Mexico. If the culprit was one of our number, rest assured that they will be made an example of. We are no more tolerant of such reckless behavior than you are.”

We consider his words in silence. Madrigal used the turn of phrase ‘give my word’, which qualifies as an oath. He has engaged his own essence. Unless a Mask leader duped him, which I consider unlikely, he is reporting the truth. More importantly, he has made a candid show of things. Simply put, if Mask had been directly involved, he would have played a blame game, deflected, and resorted to the many other tools in the arsenal of the consummate diplomat.

And, of course, only a madman could have done such a thing, which narrows our list of suspects somewhat.

Madrigal must perceive the mood, because he resumes his argument.

“Although we bear no responsibility in this situation, Lady Martha still wishes to extend a hand as a gesture of reconciliation. She is too far from her power base to assist on a regular basis…”

By that, he means that she is too busy worming her way into the dizzying mess that is current Mexican politics.

“...however, she is willing to participate in a decisive operation, should you need her. I would like to point out that Lady Martha is one of the foremost ritual magic specialists in the world, present company notwithstanding, and that her assistance is highly sought-after back in Europe.”

“We appreciate the offer, and I will call upon her when I find a suitable task,” Constantine answers a bit testily.

If Madrigal is offended by Constantine’s words, he does not show it. As we all expected, he has shown the carrot, and now takes out the stick.

“Now that we have cleared the air on this specific matter, my peers have come to me with…a shared concern, if you will. The question of ‘going public’.”

I am not surprised that Madrigal has learned of our plan. We have made no secret of it within our community.

“Many of us fear that your decision might be hasty and motivated by expediency rather than sustainability.”

Or to translate it into common terms: ‘Who the fuck do you think you are? How dare you scaredy little upstarts make a decision like this on your own?’, or something of the sort. The subtlety has not escaped Constantine. We all know that Madrigal’s role is also to smooth relations between vampires whose egos could not fit in the Versailles Galerie des Glaces on a good day.

The Speaker leans forward in his chair and glares at Madrigal.

“We appreciate our European cousins’ insight. In this case, however, I believe that their remoteness hampers their assessment of the situation. They may also underestimate the impact of current technology on disseminating information.”

Or, in less polite terms, they are a bunch of old farts who have no idea what they are talking about.

Thinly-veiled insults and to-the-point arguments. This is diplomacy, just the way I like it.

“Surely...” Madrigal begins, but the Speaker is not done.

“Multiple reports of monster sightings are transmitted every week by telegraph to Washington and then to the presidential office. Hundreds of journalists have already interviewed survivors from different attacks, all of whom have given consistent testimonies on both sides of the border. Corpses of slain drones are as we speak being autopsied and stored in every major center of knowledge on the continent. West Point scholars have already drafted a list of countermeasures and adapted combat doctrines. There are even pictures circulating. Public perception has reached a tipping point, Madrigal, and there is nothing we, or anyone, can do about it.”

The ambassador falls silent, his pleasant facade still in place.

“The world is changing fast, Madrigal. We can either embrace it or retreat to the dark confines of the world and hope that no one notices us. You seem a bit hesitant, so let me ask you a question. You communicate with your ‘peers’ via an exhausting communication spell, do you not?”

“That is correct.”

“And I assume this has been the case since the spell was first invented. Well, you can rejoice. Four years ago, a telegram was sent directly from Queen Victoria to President James Buchanan. The transatlantic submarine cable that allowed this little exploit has degraded since then, but it will be less than a decade before you can effortlessly send coded messages from your office to Paris in mere minutes. In such a world, there is no future in preventing the flow of information. Our only option is to direct it.”

“I see your point, Speaker.”

“Perhaps you do,” Constantine concedes, “perhaps you do, but your peers do not. I know that the consensus overseas is that the war has made us lose our minds. You still have a few months before the first European scholars arrive to inspect specimens, before the first preserved remains make their way across the Atlantic. You can still cooperate with one another to take control of the situation, but not for long. Our time is running out. We will not wait for you.”

“I understand. I shall convey the gravity of the situation to our ruling Councils. I do believe that some of us do not quite appreciate exactly how widespread the infestation is.”

“If you need any evidence for your demonstration, feel free to request the help of our media room. We have hundreds of newspaper extracts on the current events that will support my claim. In any case, thank you for answering my inquiry. You may leave.”
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A little later, I sit across Constantine’s desk in his office, now turned into a retreat of sorts. He has to delegate a great number of tasks out of necessity. Now, only the most vital of memos find their way to this sanctum, while the rest await his perusal in the intelligence center. We are building a whole new antenna to the complex down in the valley below, where fields used to be. There are even talks of purchasing more land.

I funded a lot of those projects. My military investments are bearing so much fruit that I do not know where to push all of that money. Following Melusine and Isaac’s advice, I have started to save for after the war, when I will need to diversify my offerings, and the destruction brought about by the conflict will require a period of reconstruction as well.

Constantine brings my attention back to the present by tapping lightly on the polished wood surface of his desk.

“Forgive me for the delay. I wanted to put my ideas in order. I have come to the conclusion that we need to pull resources from supporting the Union military. As you know, the Union won the Battle of Antietam yesterday…”

“Pfah! What victory? We fed information to McClellan that he had the numbers advantage, and still he did not believe those reports. It should have been a crushing victory. Instead, Lee was allowed to withdraw in good order!” I spit.

“Ariane. Focus,” Constantine answers tiredly.

I grumble about timid generals in a war where indecision leads to six thousand dead in a single day.

“Yes, yes,” I reply.

“As you have so accurately pointed out, we can do little when the men in charge do not make use of the means we provide. This will not change in the foreseeable future. You can comfort yourself with the fact that the ammunition you and Melusine provided has improved the efficacy of a great many soldiers. You can keep it up, but I am afraid that our information sharing must stop, and all remaining efforts must be centered on the political aspect of the war.”

“Naming generals, you mean?”

“Among other methods, yes. As it is, we are suffering losses of spies and agents in the South, and this trend will only increase as magic becomes known and people start to assume that sorcery implies long-distance communication. We are pulling most people out.”

“How do we keep the drones in check, then?”

“We will keep a few key people in communication roles, whose sole purpose will be to transfer relevant reports. As for hunting, we shall gather everyone we can and focus them on this task. The squads we trained during the vampire war are reformed. I will delegate many of my tasks and work on magical means to track and disable the Hive. In fact, I already have a few ideas.”

“I cannot join the effort immediately. I must coordinate with the White Cabal in Washington.”

“Indeed. I will be counting on you for that. Sephare, Jarek, and I agree that you are best left to your own devices, as you have proven yourself to be resourceful. Please report your movements to us anyway. We will assist as we can for those projects we all support, and discuss those that we do not, if the occasion arises. Ariane…”

“Yes?”

Constantine’s expression is intense now. He usually remains aloof, but that has not been the case recently.

“I am taking a risk by letting someone as young as you carry out operations that will influence our entire kind. Do not let your importance affect your judgement. Remain part of the whole. If you fail now, you could drag all of us down with you.”

“Do not worry, Constantine. I have not suffered at the hands of your servant to desert your cause so soon,” I add with a smirk.

“Perhaps one day you will be in my shoes and come to the same conclusions.”

“Perhaps I will.”

Be in his shoes, I mean.
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September 25th, 1862, Washington

“For two years, our great nation has been engaged in a civil war of unprecedented ferocity, a struggle to determine if the vision that all men are created equal, that all men deserve a fair chance at happiness holds true, or if the purity of this truth must be stained by terms and conditions. And yet, in this dark hour, God has seen fit to test our mettle with a greater challenge yet. Indeed, what you've heard is true. We are beset by strange creatures the likes of which we have never seen before.”

The crowd before the District of Columbia City Hall sways and rumbles like an angry sea. The human horde covers every step, every inch of free space in front of the classical building. Only a thin line of guards separates them from the Doric columns of beige stone and, possibly, an avenue of retreat for the speaker. Their faces are grim. Some people pray, while others mutter angrily. But the orator is not done.

“When the conflict flared, the people of the Union rose to the challenge. Brave men flocked to our banners to defend the nation against those who sought to destroy it. So it was then, and so it is now. Ladies and gentlemen, my fellow Americans, it is my pleasure to introduce Reginald Chester Lewis.”

I watch from a rooftop, away from the populace. My dark armor provides additional cover, not that it is much needed. Humans are apex predators in their own way. They never look up.

Reggie steps forward confidently. He wears a full suit tailored to remind the attendants of an officer’s uniform, right down to the deep blue color. The gas lights catch his handsome profile and the virile beauty that many painters would love to draw on Apollo or Theseus.

This is it. This is history happening right now. I am a witness to the undoing of a century and a half of lumieres, of enlightenment, of rationality. Magic has run out of places to hide. The spheres have aligned. And now, we are stepping onto unknown grounds.

“Be not afraid, people of America. Be not afraid, for where you see a new darkness, so shall you see a new light. For centuries, my family and others have struggled in the shadows to fight the horrors of this world. For centuries, we have shed blood. For centuries, we have fought with faith and steel and unyielding will, and for centuries, we have kept you safe. And we will keep doing so until our Lord returns to install the Kingdom of Heaven. This, I swear to you.”

You could hear a pin drop.

“For what you face is not an unstoppable force, but creatures of flesh and blood that prey upon the weak and the isolated. Scavengers that we will bring to light and smite to ashes. In this time of division, in this time of strife, we have been summoned by the government of this great nation to bring our war to the light, and with God willing, we will finish it.

I henceforth declare the creation of the Department of Supernatural Affairs, an entity dedicated to the handling of any creatures or phenomena that science alone cannot explain. Those of us who secretly worked to protect the land until now will be able to do so in the open, with the power and might of our institutions and industries at our back, and, I pray, your support as well. The task before us is a daunting one, but we as a nation have proven time and time again our ability to stand up to any threats, both internal and external, and to push them back from whence they came. Today is no different. We, the people, will pick up our swords once more and return to this land the peace it craves, no matter the cost, for the ideals of freedom and safety that we have built our nation upon stem from the natural inclinations of the hearts of good people. They cannot be quelled by terror or by complacency or by the forces of darkness. From many, we are now one. It has always been my dearest wish, and I will fight to the death for our future, on my honor.

And now, I would ask you, my fellow citizens, regardless of your creed, to join me in prayer.”

Drums roll and trumpets ring clear in the evening light from behind the small platform where the officials stand. Voices rise from the crowd—few at first, then more and more as the song picks up and turns into the tempestuous, unstoppable hymn it was created to be.

“Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord

He is trampling out the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stored;

He hath loosed the fateful lightning of His terrible swift sword:

His truth is marching on.”

I set it up. I made it happen, and now I find myself buffeted by the powerful winds of divine censure. My essence frays under the roaring faith now spreading throughout the crowd. This deep belief that they belong here when others do not, and that at the end of days, only they will remain. I crawl back with a hiss, away from the torrent, and cling to the core of who I am: one who has endured much and still lives.

For one moment, I am terrified by the warning I feel in that tide. The humans outnumber us by hundreds of thousands to one. We are few, so very few. A dedicated search would end us in a matter of days.

And yet…

As I retreat into the darkness, the voices become dimmer and the shadows spread. And I am at peace. All those humans praying with Reginald Lewis are here because I willed it. This unity they show will only last until the danger is passed.

And then, greed and ambition will return, as they always do.

Through the cracks in the pavements and from the top of spires of metal and glass, we will watch and direct, because we are from them yet not them and THE NIGHT IS OURS.

Up on the dais, Reginald answers questions from the press. I leave him to his work. There is still much to do.
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October 10th 1862, Virginian Wilderness

It occurs to me that there is a certain hypocrisy in presenting the Scourge Hive as the most dangerous threat to mankind while simultaneously killing some of those who oppose the idea.

But I am a vampire. Calculated, bloody measures are sort of our thing.

And so I line up the rifle and shoot the head off a Confederate politician. He falls dramatically.

The officer by his side mechanically wipes the blood off his shoulders and contemplates a piece of brain stuck to his white glove for an amusing half a second, then the entire bivouac explodes in motion.

“To arms!”

Men jump from around campfires, grasping for sabers and pistols, widened eyes searching the forest’s edge. When no more gunshots ring out, the officer whistles and rushes for his horse. I see his graying mutton chops quivering with shame and anger. The small cavalry squadron gathers around him.

“You may engage,” I tell John.

My faithful minion directs his new Nightmare, Gorm, with barely a move. The proud beast snorts and stomps out of the darkness, one step at a time.

I believe that, besides Jarek’s mount, Gorm has to be the largest and most monstrous Nightmare I have ever seen. Its temperament truly matches John’s own, and I have come to believe that we are not so much assigned Nightmares as they are assigned vampires. While Metis is a mix of playful and aggressive, Gorm is half silent presence, half unstoppable force.

And this is what he demonstrates now.

Gorm is the only Nightmare I know of that not only tolerates, but enjoys being covered in armor. Only his crimson eyes and a hint of black mane are visible under the enchanted steel barding.

The men pale at the sight of the duo, a black knight from some grim fairy tale, the kind that ends with sliced toes, and his faithful steed. John wears full plate with helm, a shield, and a cavalry lance.

“Shit. It’s one of them,” a sergeant whispers.

I love this moment when mundane mortals realize that they have stepped out of their domain and into our own. To their credit, they close ranks around their leader.

“Gentlemen, blades drawn! Charge! For Virginia!”

They roar, a defiant sound that reverberates across the clearing.

John salutes and rides to meet them. “For the lady.”

His voice is almost devoid of emotion. Just as when he was human, his reality is simple. I ordered it, and so it must be done.

The two forces race to each other, one yelling, the other silent, an excellent metaphor for our situation.

If things were fair, there would be hundreds of soldiers to face him. They would shoot relentlessly to take him down. They would sacrifice their own to chip at the Courtier’s armor, then at his prodigious endurance. Little by little, they would harry him until, eventually, the lion would fall to the pack of hounds. They would win through numbers and the peculiar altruism that allows humans to die fighting in the name of a cause they believe in.

If things were fair.

But we do not do fair.

The two sides collide. The shock is tremendous, and men and mounts collapse in great heaps of struggling limbs. John is no worse for it. Two bodies dangle from his spear.

He turns Gorm around and, slowly, almost respectfully, allows the dead to slide to the ground.

“Let’s go greet them,” I tell Urchin. He nods in his light leather and mail, and we ride out to meet our victims.

I wear my armor sans facemask. Urchin rides his own new Nightmare, Shale, a lithe and agile creature. I designed Urchin’s armor to be form-fitting, with accoutrements to house the many knives and daggers he uses in combat. A cowl masks his angular traits, but there is no mistaking our identity.

The officer survived the impact, and he and the others are helping their comrades extricate themselves from the heap. A few horses and men have broken legs. The men may recover.

They gather in a small circle, weapons drawn and aiming outward. Normally, I would have to use Charm or a few tricks to make them feel fear. Not these men. They know what we are. I do not believe that I will ever get used to it.

The officer takes a step forward and lifts his chin. I think that it takes a certain amount of bravado to serve in the cavalry, for I have never seen a meek officer.

A bit of foolishness as well.

“No games, foul monster. Face us in battle, and you will not find us wanting!” he exclaims, addressing, of course, Urchin.

I mean, I have the prettiest armor by far. But can they envision warriors led by a woman? Nooooo. And Urchin as a military leader? Come on. The light must be too poor despite the lanterns and fire.

“I fear that you are mistaken, sir,” Urchin politely allows.

“You are dealing with me,” I say, and move Metis a few steps forward.

“We will not surrender our souls, demon. You will have to take us down to the last man,” he says, but I can feel the hesitation behind the veil of temerity. It does not take Sinead to know what scares men like him. Like a lot of people at the front, he genuinely cares about the lives of the people around him.

To die is one thing. To die in a pointless last stand is another.

“You could do that…or you could take your men and carry a message back to your superiors.”

Surprise. Hope.

Distrust.

“We were warned about your kind.”

“And what kind would that be?”

The man hesitates. “Vampires.”

“Indeed. Let me guess,” I add in a mocking voice, “we steal souls for lunch and bathe in the blood of puppies and whatnot? What else?”

The men exchange glances, brains frozen by the surreal situation, perhaps.

“Hmmm. You summon new members in massive orgies?”

“We do?!” I exclaim, “Urchin, why was I never invited?”

“I do not know, mistress. Perhaps you should kidnap more babies?”

“Indeed. As for you, officer, the situation is a tiny bit more complex than what you were led to believe. We will not hold it against you. You may leave and carry the message I mentioned.”

“What about the dead?”

“What about them?” I ask, frowning.

“May we take them with us?”

“Yes, yes,” I wave dismissively, “I told you that we have no interest in souls. You can pack up and leave. We have more business to attend to.”

The men step down. It looks like many of them would die fighting if the order was given, but the possibility of a retreat still calls to their deeper survival instincts.

“And that message?” the officer asks.

“The message is simple. We know what you know. We see what you do. Work with our foes and you shall be considered one of them. We will be in touch.”

“Is…that all?”

“I believe in clarity through brevity. You may leave now.”

Urchin and John lead their mounts by my side. Our little victims scurry back to their encampment to pack it up. Two maimed horses are shot out of mercy. The bodies of the fallen are recovered while the wounded are placed on stretchers. It takes fifteen minutes for them to disappear.

Only the campfires remain. Now, we wait for our visitors.

A group of men on foot cross the woods, somewhere west of our position. They move through the undergrowth with the light steps of accomplished foresters. An old man, completely bald with a long, flowing white beard, is the first to appear. He and the few men behind him wear leather uniforms in brown hues, with a visible crucifix and a plethora of weapons hanging from so many holsters. Some of them look positively ancient.

He raises a fist, and the men by his side kneel.

“It’s useless, Gabrielite. I can hear your heartbeat from here,” I say lazily.

The man stands up. I taste the delicate touch of terror and grief, the harbingers of the Hunt. By my side, John rolls his massive shoulders, and the plates click and shift to accommodate the gesture.

“Double file. Check your weapons,” the man orders in a low voice.

Two dozen Gabrielites form a battle line with commendable speed. Hands find ancient pistols and rusty revolvers awkwardly inscribed with crosses.

There was a time when I would not have attacked them for all the gold in the Rosenthal coffers. That time has long passed. The force arrayed against me are relics of a bygone era. Sixty years ago, hundreds of soldiers of God had assailed the vampire fortress where I wad changed. Now, only fragments remain. We are responsible.

We went after the money.

In Europe, vampire hunters depend on ancient orders and the Vatican. My European kin cannot face those odds. Here, the religious communities are fragmented and split by a profusion of creeds and the occasional schism. We have uprooted every major source of funding, destroyed every training center we could get our hands on. We struck their ability to recruit and rearm, and it has worked.

Those arrayed against us now are old men and a few of their adult children. They wear ratty armor and wield obsolete or poorly-made weapons. I see a lot of gray hair. Scars adorn their faces. There is even a man missing an entire arm, though he still wields a blunderbuss as if it does not matter.

As for me, I have two warriors with me, and I am well equipped with spells and guns. The power of faith does not block bullets. Neither does their armor.

There will be no battles here.

The old man speaks loudly to his line in a roaring voice that only falters a little. “Gentlemen. It has been an honor. It might be that we face our—”

I use a spell to make my voice louder. “Why do you Gabrielites have to be so dramatic?”

“Face, errr, our deaths, but—”

“I have seen less pretentious thespians at the premiere of Lucia Di Lammermoor.”

“But we will face the end as soldiers of God—”

“By the way, a thespian is an actor or actress, in case you were wondering.”

“Who go to our graves without fear and without—”

“Lucia Di Lammermoor is an opera by Donizetti.”

“Will you shut up, woman? I’m trying to speak here!” the man finally bellows.

Urchin snickers.

“You could make your stupid last stand, or you could enter into a truce to hunt the Scourge Hive. A more urgent priority, don’t you think?”

The man stops. A few of the soldiers mutter about not listening to me.

“You were going to enter an agreement with the Confederate government, seeing as our side was already working with the Union. We cannot allow this to happen. But if you wish to die heroically against drones, we can send you in the right direction. I can even provide you with the rations to go there.”

“You mean, the ghouls?” someone asks.

“We call them drones, but if you are referring to horrid pale creatures that reproduce from human corpses, then we are talking about the same foe.”

“What do you devils care about that anyway?” another bellows.

“They taste bad,” I reply.

No need to sound reasonable. They would not believe me.

I hear dissent in the ranks now. Gabrielites do not discuss with vampires, and vampires do not discuss with Gabrielites. The two sides usually kill each other on contact.

“We have no reason to believe you. We will not work with monsters, ever.”

“Not even for those you left behind?”

Half of the Gabrielites freeze where they are. Those who left their relatives behind, I suppose.

“I know that you brought everyone together for a last attempt at relevance, including your families. They are currently leaving, but they are quite slow and the night is still young.”

“Dammit, I should have known it was a shit idea to meet at night. We should never have agreed to this!” a man with a long dark beard laments.

“A bit late for regrets,” I reply, “but my offer still stands. A truce while the drones threaten mankind. After that, we can go back to ruling from the shadows, and you lot can return to fucking each other’s cousins in a desperate attempt to increase your numbers. How about it?”

There’s a chorus of angry mutters. A few of the older ones spew hatred and bile, while others, especially the youths, cast glances back and wonder what their lives could be like if they last the night.

“What truce? We cannot trust demons!”

“No compromise, George, you swore the oath same as we did.”

“I don’t want to die for nuthin’”

And so on.

Eventually, the leader raises his voice again. “Are you serious?”

“I never joke about deals, Geooorge,” I answer amicably. “The lives of your men and families and the locations of Hive hordes sent by telegram to your contact Luther Mason in Richmond, in exchange for a truce until the danger is passed. I am even willing to share food and ammunition. No guns though. You louts do not deserve to wield my beauties.”

“Situation must be worse than we thought,” the black-bearded man mumbles.

“No, George. Do not do this,” another begs.

I simply wait.

“Go then, coward. Go, oathbreaker. See how real men live and die,” another old man utters through gritted teeth.

It’s the signal they were waiting for.

The group splits. Half of the men, the old guard, walk forward. The others stay back. A young man tries to join the fighters, but one of his relatives socks him, pushing him to his knees.

The men walk into the clearing to face us.

No matter how much Charm I am willing to use, or how many blackmail levers I have, there will always be men like these. They cannot be threatened. They cannot be bought. They cannot be persuaded or negotiated with. They are the unyielding rocks upon which entire factions build themselves.

The important thing, when dealing with them, is to recognize them for what they are.

And kill them.

“Do your wor—”

We move.

I use spells and guns. Urchin leaps into the opening steps of the strange dance that we have been working on, all deception and knives thrown from unexpected angles. All the blades that find their marks soon reappear back into the hands of their owner. As for John, he throws his spear through the leader.

There was no fight.

Thirteen men are dead.

I do not drink from them. This was a more…elegant sort of Hunt.

“And a good night to you, gentlemen,” I finish.

We climb back in our saddles, turn around, and leave in a cloud of darkness.


136: Against the Tide 

Boston, October 12th, 1862

I lean back into my chair and sigh with relief.

Paperwork.

The bane of civilization.

Although I have delegated most of the tasks related to the day-to-day handling of my manufacturing empire to competent subordinates, and while Loth’s kin, the werewolves, and pretty much everyone else can manage themselves, there are still decisions to be made. Conflicts to be settled. I simply cannot distance myself too much.

Normally, it would be dangerous to leave my humans unattended for too long. Some would forget the price of duplicity. The wars, both overt and secret, have kept them on the straight and narrow, for now. I expect that it will last for a bit longer, just as I expect some culling after all of this is done.

And so I keep in touch with my various managers via spell, telegraph, or surprise visits in the dead of night when they think they are safe. It depends on which best suits the occasion.

And a little bit on my mood, also.

There is but one telegram left, labelled ‘for your amusement’ in Sophie’s elegant style. Constantine’s assistant has been taking on more and more duties as time goes on.

I open it and learn that the Confederate slave owners with more than twenty slaves have exempted themselves from conscription by vote. Just yesterday.

“Why not just allow them to pay someone to go in their stead?” I ask myself.

Someone knocks on the door. Without waiting for a reply, Melusine barges in with great haste. She throws me a condescending glance.

“Talking to yourself in your old age?”

“And a good late evening to you too, my faithful minion. Now who are you running from?” I ask, picking up the agitation in her aura.

“Martha,” the redhead soberly replies. She smooths the sides of her skirt in a very human gesture of nervousness. Her eyes glaze over in the vacant stare we sometimes develop when focusing on other senses.

“Martha? Lady Martha of the Lancaster, the head of Mask in Mexico?” I ask.

“Shhhhh! Not so loud!”

“And why are you afraid of her? She is a political leader, not the bogeyman.”

But then I hear it. Soft feet padding over lush carpets in the corridor. One person. They stop by my door just as I stand in front of it.

I take a step back.

“This is the room, Mistress. Should I announce your presence?” one of the maids says. I recognize her voice; she is a recent hire.

“There is no need, dearie. You have been a great help. Off you go then. And take good care of yourself,” a more mature and confident voice replies.

“Thank you, Mistress. Bye!”

The footsteps pad away until silence returns. Only then do three heavy knocks sound on my door.

“Melusine, I know that you are in here. I can smell your rustic floral perfume in the air, you little twerp. Open the damn door.”

“I have nothing to say to you, you old bat!” my companion roars, head buried into one of my pillows. I did not see her move.

“Perfect, because I meant for you to listen. You can open the door now, or I can inform your dear Speaker that I want you to be my assistant for his pet project. Then we will be seeing a lot of each other over the next few weeks, mark my words.”

“Urrrrrrgh.”

“Young lady, do not make me raise my voice!”

“I’m one hundred and seventeen!”

“Then act like it!”

I wait a while as Melusine huffs and grumbles into my pillow, which will now be tainted with Lancaster saliva. Finally, she stands back up. She takes a moment to make sure that her green dress is well-adjusted and nods at me.

Which means that I have been demoted to doorwoman. Fine.

I twist the handle and Martha rushes in, trying to PUSH ME ASIDE.

MY TERRITORY.

MINE.

“HSSSSSS!”

A step back. Raised hands.

Silence.

“Now that we have determined that you are a big bad predator, can I finally have a conversation with my descendent before the sun rises?”

“Do not be too cocky,” I warn. “Remember what you are. A guest.”

“My my, how proud the younger generation is. I would remember our respective positions, if I were you. We are no longer within naval artillery strike range.”

“We very much are. Behave,” I warn. Then I let her in.

Martha rolls her eyes dramatically. She can roll them however she wants as long as she does not overreach.

Melusine is composed again by the time the haughty Lady makes her way to the tea table. Both Lancasters are short, beautiful, and quite shapely. They even share the same heart-shaped hairline, though Martha’s locks are black. It occurs to me that when Martha speaks of descendants, she is being literal.

“How did you even know I was here?” my friend asks.

“I simply made a few inquiries. Your Nightmare was stabled with the others. Splendid beast, I might say.”

Melusine gives me a very small, very arrogant look, and I bare my teeth. Those two idiots are wrong. Metis is the best pony. Theirs could never charge into a battleline as the Watcher intended, so they are necessarily inferior.

“Then it was only a matter of checking every building with the helpful assistance of the staff,” the Lancaster Lady finishes with a predatory smile. It does not matter that the local humans are loyal to us and not her. They are accustomed to serving vampires. It was child’s play for Martha to turn it to her advantage.

“I must admit that this is the last location I checked. I never expected you to keep such…exotic company,” she adds, casting a glance my way.

“Rude,” I note.

“Whatever do you mean? I just find it curious that a child of my bloodline would agree to play second fiddle to another while they have the potential to lead their own territory.”

“We joined forces,” I retort with a fake smile, “against pushy seniors who would see us brought to heel.”

“If only my own clan had not deserted me and left me to die,” Melusine adds, “who knows what I could have achieved?”

From our tones, a passing mortal could think that we were discussing the weather. A passing vampire would direct us to the nearest dueling grounds. We are not being subtle.

“If we were back in England, I could have you flayed for your tone.”

“Then perhaps you should return there,” Melusine growls, all pretense at diplomacy now abandoned.

“I shall even pay for your passage if you are as short on money as you are on manners,” I add helpfully.

Monstrous pressure erupts from the old twit as anger gets the better of her. She is not wearing a gauntlet, but someone of her power can cast without one.

Our auras flare.

Far below, something answers. Something powerful.

Martha closes her eyes and leans back into her seat. Her brows rise a bit in an expression of surprise. A second later, she returns to her normal, composed self, as if nothing had happened.

“I do not know whether to condemn you for your foolishness, or praise you for showing some spine. Of course, in other circumstances, I would slap you with said spine.”

She considers the question for a moment.

“Or at least a few vertebrae. But these are strange times and I am in a strange land, and I have not come this far without making a few compromises. Am I to understand that you do not recognize me, your ancestor, your elder in the blood, as someone worthy of obedience?”

“Hell no,” Melusine states without hesitation. “Hell no. I was turned by an arrogant madwoman. I was caged like a beast when she lost her bid for power. I was sent here, under the yoke of that bitch Moor, to do menial tasks and provide ‘favors’. The only person I owe my soul to died defending me from the Order of Gabriel. He saved me from myself. He crawled through his own blood to hide my defenseless form. Even that blonde battering ram—”

“Hey!”

“—showed me more respect than any of my kin. As for playing second fiddle, as you say, I am a City Master and part of a well-defined alliance, not some glorified eye candy to be paraded at social events. I have my own trade empire for fuck’s sake. Second fiddle indeed…”

“I see,” Martha notes. “I always thought that Moor was a good ‘element perturbateur’, but a poor administrator. Too focused on intrigue, I always said.”

“Oh, that is grand.”

I watch the two go at it. It is strange seeing people who so closely resemble each other at odds. It is as though I am watching two sisters argue over men or something.

“I have not come to uproot you, young one,” Martha finally allows. I have the impression that she is not used to having to negotiate with her inferiors. Which we still are.

“Then what is it that you want?” Melusine answers guardedly.

“I have come looking for an apprentice.”

Both of us stare at that, though the two Lancaster’s attentions are now focused on each other.

“You must understand. Those of us who were born mages do not consider magic the same way as Masters who gained access to blood spells. It can be a blessing, but only with adapted training. I want to train a pupil, so I am no longer the only vampire at the apex of traditional casting. And before you ask, Constantine does not count. His approach is different, and bound to his nature as a Progenitor. You, however…”

“I am not the best caster out there.”

“Not yet. But you have achieved significant progress despite little access to proper resources. And there is one more thing that sets you apart from others.”

Melusine does not look surprised. Both Lancasters raise their right hands at the same time, palms up. Twin flames flare.

“We understand each other. I do not require obedience. I require commitment and respect. Three months per year living together in Mexico City once the current crisis is over.I ask for nothing more. You can even use that wild card of yours, the one who travels through the Nightmare lands, to save yourself travel time.”

“What do you demand in return?”

“Greatness. As I said, it is lonely at the top.”

“Then I agree. For now, I have matters to attend to. I shall take my leave.”

Melusine finally remembers my existence and gives me a nod before departing. I go to grab a bag of fresh coffee and turn to see Martha gauging me.

“An apt ally for her. And you do deserve your reputation.”

Ah. Finally. It only took escaping Bertrand three times and cutting my way through two Mask squads back in Paris to finally be recognized. Or perhaps she is referring to my commercial success? I straighten a bit under the praise.

“You really do have vampiredom’s best rear.”

“Excuse me?!”
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Fredericksburg, November 25th 1862, from the perspective of George Cavill of the White Cabal

It was dark and cold.

Winter was in full swing. The sky was overcast and the clouds low, their presence weighing on the man’s shoulders though he could not see them in the blackness above. The frigid wind carried the rank smell of the river, and beneath it the tang of spent powder. And beneath that, in turn, the stench of blood and spoiled flesh.

George was a soldier of the White Cabal. This was his second mission. His best friend had died during the first.

George’s little sister had shown some strange ability when she was young. She could close wounds. When George was thirteen, he escaped the very religious village they lived in with her and traveled the land in search of a place to settle. It had been the most difficult time of his life, even considering the recent events. At least dying in battle was fast. It was not the long agony of starvation.

But some people had found them and made them move to a city called Avalon. They had found a home, and now it was time to defend it.

George was rather small and stocky, with a slightly too large face that made him look more like a fat teen aping a soldier than a real one, but he could shoot with the best of them. He was also cool under pressure.

“I will need people with nerves of steel, my lad,” Archmage Cedric Birmingham had told him, “As brave as they come to do what must be done.”

So George had said yes. And he would do it again.

Their small column made their way through the mud at the back of the Union lines. The army, under a general with epic facial hair called Burnside, had managed to cross the Rappahannock near the city of Fredericksburg before it could be fortified. Now, the combat had degenerated into a siege as the more experienced Lee drew Burnside into a protracted battle. Things were taking a turn for the worse for the besiegers, as the defenders were now dug in, but it would not matter to them tonight.

What mattered was the dead. There were plenty across the fields and outskirts of the city, fat grapes of them rotting in ditches and fallow fields. Gray and blue. And red. And the white of the exsanguinated.

Yes, it was rather chilly tonight.

George ran his hand along the barrel of his repeater, taking solace in its sturdy, familiar lines. Their group consisted of twenty mundane infantrymen in borrowed Union uniforms, two strong lads in chainmail under their heavy cloaks, and Archmage Cedric, quite fetching with his majestic dark beard and his confident step.

God, George hoped tonight would go better than last time. They had pretty much been overrun by the drones. He would never forget the look on Jeb’s face as he was disemboweled, and his dying plea to burn his body immediately.

“Think we’ll see her?” his neighbor whispered excitedly.

“We’ll definitely see her. She’s heading the expedition,” he muttered back, focusing on his surroundings.

“I’ve never seen a vampire before.”

“Yeah, well, remember that they can hear everything. So don’t say nothing you wouldn’t want her to hear.”

“Is it true that they drink blood?”

George turned to the man. His name was Peter, and he was a dumbass.

“Maybe you should ask her in person. See where that gets ya.”

He left Peter to ponder the question. Everyone said that she stuck to her agreements. At least there was that.

They followed a curve in the road snaking its way between bramble thickets and the odd field. A large rock hid the city from view, and they could now make out a lantern lighting the side of a decrepit barn. The rickety door was open, and a few men were engaged in animated discussion outside of it.

“This is all quite irregular,” a wiry man in a clean lieutenant’s uniform protested.

“You saw the written orders,” another calmly replied. That one was a tall man with brown hair graying at the temples, and a waxed moustache under a peculiar hat. He had an accent that George could not quite place.

“Well, I will be verifying their legitimacy, mark my words!”

“You do that.”

The officer huffed and turned around. The man in the hat then nodded at the archmage and banged on the side of the barn.

“George, Eli, come with me please. The rest, keep a lookout.”

George and another infantryman detached themselves from the column as it split. They moved into the building, which proved to be just as cold as outside, and found a soldier sitting in front of a curious crate containing equipment that he did not recognize. A woman was next to him. George could barely make out an elegant dark travel dress and blonde hair held in a conservative tail in the gloom. She was facing away from him. He made a conscious effort to avert his eyes and keep a lookout for anything unusual.

The far end of the barn contained one large crate sitting on some sort of trailer. There was also a table by George’s side, upon which he saw a few papers lit by yet another lantern. One of them had ‘confidential orders’ printed on it. It was half-open. Inside, words flowed in elegant, refined script. It read like this:

Stop annoying me, I can do whatever I want.

And below:

You twits.

The vampire leaned over a bit more and poked the construct with a taloned finger.

It was easier to notice what was different if you expected it. What he could see of her face was quite pale and possessed the glacial beauty and alabaster immobility of a statue, like those he had admired in the Avalon Council Hall. Her nails were quite sharp and dark as the night. A human woman would have turned around to see who was coming. This one had no need.

The operator of the strange machine looked up at her and blinked.

“Do you need to see the orders again?” she asked softly.

The man frowned and shook his head before returning to his task, eyes vacant. He was, George realized from the rhythmic clicking, telegraphing something.

George did his best to stay alert, and saw Eli by his side doing the same. The two of them were the smartest of the bunch. Not like that moron Peter who would have spent his time ogling. He thought that vampires did not like that, but who knew? There were so few of the buggers.

And that was for the best.

Sorcery was one thing. It could not come from the devil because his sister had it and used it to heal people. Those aristocrats of the night were another thing altogether. They said that a single one of them could slaughter a whole company. They said that cities under their grasp could not be visited at night without their leave. They said that striking deals with them could propel someone to the top of their world, but that they extracted a heavy price.

They said many things, but rumors were faraway concerns to George, who had never been present on the rare occasions when that one visited. Now, he could see her with his own eyes, and up close, too. The red maiden. His heart beat powerfully under his ribs, and sweat pearled under his khepi despite the chill in the air.

“How are things?” Cedric asked, debonair.

“When Corporal Miller here is done sending my message, we will proceed. The cage is at the back. You will need two people to drag it,” she answered without moving. Her voice was smooth and cultured with a rather neutral accent. It was the sort of voice you would expect to hear in a salon, speaking little nothings in the ears of blushing suitors.

“A cage?” said corporal asked from his prone position.

“Do your job,” the vampire retorted.

George and Eli left the chastised soldier to his task. They pulled the trailer out with no difficulty. A moment later, the vampire strode out with Cedric by her side. They continued down the path, now with the crate, and up to a massive carriage sitting by the side of the road. The vampire climbed in without a word.

What emerged was what George imagined the evil queen in Cinderella would look like if she led evil armies as a side gig.

Usually, the White Cabal tried to keep a low profile even when they were on a mission. What the vampire woman wore did not follow the same logic. It made a statement. She’d donned dark scaled armor with a heavy breastplate and she was covered in weapons. The armor itself had seen much use, obvious from the parts discolored by repairs.

It was happening again.

George had felt it when the ‘Scourge Hive drones’, as they were called, had attacked. It was a peculiar feel of falling backward, as if swallowed by the earth while still standing. George had raised his repeater rifle and shot bullet after bullet into the creature’s wire-thin frame, a primal part of him taking over from the depths of his psyche. All the while, his conscious mind had remained paralyzed by the horror, the realization that things walked the earth that God had not placed there. He was looking at one now, he realized. The only difference was that this one struck deals and honored oaths. She also looked exactly like a person, if you didn’t know.

He did not know if it wasn’t worse.

The vampire casually stepped down and clapped her hands together. Once.

A woman in a thick travelling cloak popped out from behind a ridge, smirking at Archmage Cedric, who just rolled his eyes. The newcomer was short, but when she jumped down, he could see that she was quite muscular. The shorter woman’s posture had a strange quality to it. Almost feral. She went to the side of the man with the strange hat.

They moved out once more towards the city, George still pulling the cage with Eli. They left the road behind and crossed through water-soaked fields towards the city proper. They came across a picket line of Union sentries, but the vampire did her thing and soldiers were sent back with various expressions ranging from curiosity to annoyance. None protested their passage. When they came into view of buildings and ditches, things changed.

“Alright. Blind the lanterns, lads. We don’t want to be catching bullets.”

He wondered how they would see until he heard it.

“Nu Sarrehin.”

The vampire’s voice was both soft and incredibly deep. The words possessed a weight that anchored them deep in George’s mind, present and yet somehow incomprehensible. They fell over his shoulders like a heavy mantle. Darkness was pushed back.

No, it would be more accurate to say that light was stolen.

The column was now caught into a bubble of purple light shining selfishly from the vampire’s palm. A few feet to George’s left, the timid sphere of visibility disappeared abruptly, and beyond it there was nothing.

The muscular woman let out a throaty laugh.

“Up to me, then?” she asked in a raspy voice.

“If you please,” the vampire answered politely.

The muscular woman snarled, and George finally realized what she was. One more monster to add to the pile.

Despite her aggression, she sniffed the air and shook her head.

“We are probably too close to the troops. We will follow along the lines of fortifications and stop every three hundred paces. Follow.”

They did. George huffed and drew the crate behind himself with the occasional help of other soldiers when the terrain grew too unforgiving. There was a peculiar charm to walking in the wake of creatures of legend on a hunt for something truly evil, a sort of spice that made the world more interesting. In his feverish mind, the attraction of being witness to such an event warred against his instinctual fear of the unknown. It was winning, too. Truth had an addictive quality to it. Once tasted, it could not be abandoned. Not for him.

By his side, Peter was having a different reaction altogether. He prayed softly and denied the world. Bloodshot eyes dug into the back of the fighter in front of him. Perhaps, for some, the truth was too much.

They stopped again. And again. In the shallow, purplish bubble, time lost meaning and space extended no further than a few steps forward. It was on the fifth—or perhaps it was the sixth stop—that something finally changed.

“I smell them. To the west. Close,” the werewolf woman said.

“Good. You may go, June,” the vampire said.

“I can fight.”

“I know, but…”

The vampire’s voice trailed off, and she turned to the rest of the column, her gaze passing over the men. George saw no trace of contempt in it. In fact, her complete detachment made the experience that much more surreal.

“Prey,” the werewolf snarled. “Perhaps I should return. I will see you later.”

The werewolf took off and disappeared out of the bubble. The vampire looked ahead and slightly to the side. She addressed Archmage Cedric.

“I see where they must be. We can bypass the horde’s frontline by walking along the wall. I will drop our concealment when we are on top of our target and leave the capture to you. Would that be agreeable?”

“Indeed. Let me talk with my men first.”

The vampire nodded.

“Alright everyone, gather around. That’s it. Now, I can finally share the details of the operation with you. You may be wondering why the secrecy. Let’s just say that even allied forces might want a piece of our prize tonight. Indeed, we are here to capture a node drone.”

Silence.

“A node drone is one that strongly feels the presence of whatever horrid entity animates the Hive. Under its nefarious influence, the other drones move with more haste and coordination. For that reason, it always stays at the back, and for that same reason, it will flee if the battle is lost, to bring knowledge of its foes to the next horde. We are going to capture one.”

“But…will the others not…object?” one of the older fighters remarked.

“Yes, of course. That is why we have Lady Ariane with us. Now, here is how we will proceed. I will restrain the creature’s movement, then Kant and Philipps will bind it with chains,” he said, looking at the two strong people dressed in chainmail.

“The rest of you must cover us. Four groups, five riflemen per group, one volley per drone. Stay close to each other and make every shot count. If you are overrun, aim for the head and remember that I won’t be able to assist until after the node drone is secured. The capture takes priority. Do you understand?”

“Yes!”

“Then go, and may God be with all of us. Ariane, we are ready.”

“Take each other’s hands or grab the trailer,” the vampire said, “Do not let go. Nu Sharran.”

Darkness spread over the group.

The absence of light was so total, so absolutely final that George found himself blinking and searching for a hint of shape, anything to prove that he was not suddenly blind. Even the sounds were muffled. The only reliable sense he had left was touch, and he grabbed the trailer like a drowning man. And then they started moving.

The march through shadow lasted a small eternity. George held the trailer’s handle under his fingers until he could recognize every nook, every shard, every curve of it. His own labored breath was incredibly loud in his ears. He clung to the sound with all his might because it was proof that he was still alive.

They slowed down to a near halt. Every step was a matter of seconds.

They stopped.

The veil fell. The world reappeared as the lantern-bearers simultaneously lit their wicks. Trees, lights, blessed lights of humanity far into the distance. More worryingly, a horrible head with a flattened nose and a large mouth filled with serrated teeth right in front of him.

Eyes of pure ink focused on him as the creature prepared to scream. George grabbed his repeater.

There was a flash, and the head silently fell from its shoulders.

In a maneuver ingrained into him through countless hours of drilling, George fell back-to-back with his squad. The White Cabal detachment was surrounded on one side by searching drones who gathered corpses into a pile, where a few of the beasts defiled them. They were in a small clearing.

“Left one!” his corporal bellowed.

George let his gun slide, pressing the trigger as the barrel passed over his target. Guns roared all around. The drone the corporal had picked reared back with half its head missing and three holes in its chest. Something tripped George’s instincts. He looked quickly to the side.

Eli was missing.

Had he let go?

“Next target! Center!”

The world came sharply into focus.

On the right, Cedric had trapped a strange horned drone inside his shields, and the two men in mail were using chains to bind it. As to why the vampire was not doing it herself, the answer was clear.

While the soldiers eliminated the stragglers rushing them, the brunt of the fighting was happening in the forest. George could only catch glimpses of it, but whatever he saw filled him with awe and terror.

The drones were after the vampire. Almost all of them. They pursued her in a thick, organic group that moved with eerie coordination, trying to corner and kill her.

It was not working very well.

The vampire was always one step ahead. She always pierced through gaps before they could close, and behind, she left mangled corpses.

“Next target! Left!”

George shot again, and a drone collapsed forward, claws raking the ground. The monstrous battle happening behind them was paradoxically much more silent than their own powder-heavy struggle.

“Hey,” Peter said, “I think we riled the city up!”

He turned away from the battle and pointed at lights flaring in the distance.

The fallen drone let out a piercing shriek and jumped once. Its left limb tore through the idiot’s torso.

George didn’t have a shot. Peter’s gurgling body was in the way. He dove backward and avoided a furious slash. The drone fell immediately afterward. It was already dead.

“Shit.”

More drones smelled the blood in the water. They were coming from God knew where, always more of them. The vale beyond the nearest line of men was a mass of pallid flesh sometimes sliced by a black bolt.

George aimed and shot at a charging beast. The first blow took half of its jaw. The second caught it under the left eye. The next drone used the first one’s corpse as a shield.

There was pain. An agony so immediate and so shocking that it stole his mind. George fell backward with a gasp. There was no air. He was drowning. He coughed up something.

A horrible face leaned before him, jaws wide.

It blew up.

George saw what happened next from a strange angle. He was on the ground. The man with a strange hat was blasting away with an engraved revolver, helping men to their feet. George had one hand free. The other was trapped under the heavy corpse. He tried to pick up his discarded rifle with fingers made sticky by blood.

A distant part of George knew that he was dead, but it was muffled by his need to kill these things. They were wrong.

“We got it, go go go!” Cedric yelled in the distance. The vampire landed by his side a moment later.

For the first and last time, their eyes met.

Time slowed down.

She gave him the tiniest nod.

Her armored hand grabbed something from her back and passed it to him. He took it and looked. It was a squarish object, one that it did not take a genius to recognize.

The others left. Drones scrambled around him. One stopped and sniffed the air. It saw him.

George smiled. He showed the creature his middle finger, brought the object to his mouth, and pulled the pin with his teeth.


137: Para Bellum 

Newspapers cover my desk. I skim through them and verify that my directives have been followed.

I believe that, in order to control public opinion, one has to select a specific topic and give up on the rest. Reporters and columnists argue in favor of and against the continuation of the war, in favor of and against the rights of black citizens and freedmen, in favor of and against conscription. They hurl insults and hot debates on a plethora of subjects, their tones fiery and passionate. The fracas of discordant opinions provides a nice, smooth layer to the one message I wish to be conveyed.

White Cabal good.

That is all.

‘Local heroes fend off monstrous assault.’

‘Spiritualists successfully capture live specimen in daring attack.’

‘Minister Lewis to address the Senate.’

Like a chaste woman baring herself on her wedding night, the magical world only reluctantly sheds its shadowy garments. We drown every new revelation in the chaos of war news and scandalized opinion pieces on the price of tobacco, and all of those are further sweetened by the handsome face of Reggie himself. His dazzling smile adorns many pictures, including a few where he stands triumphant over the mangled remains of a drone like a hunter over an elk. He has already become a darling of the media.

And despite the honeymoon, the first waves of persecution lap at our feet. Witch trials and public execution are in vogue again both south and north of the border. Even as far as my Illinois, twenty hot-blooded young men rode into the village of Moonside for the express purpose of investigating reports of ‘unholy activities’. I had to order the murder of two magistrates and three notables before the families of the bereaved got the message that their dead would not be avenged. I even had a small riot on my hands back in Marquette.

And this is just the beginning.

For now, most people see mages as normal people who have researched the occult and understand it. This has already caused so much hatred, fear, and friction, that I think the country would have simply blown up in an orgy of violence if it were not already in the middle of one. I dare not think what will happen when the humans find out about the more problematic members of our community, especially us and our vulnerability to sunlight. We will have to forfeit all of our public identities on that day.

Ah well, it matters little for now. I have my plate full with a much more meaningful question.

What do you do against cunning packs of predatory monsters? Well, so far, we have adopted and adapted the strategies used by our predecessors back in the fourteenth century. Fortify what you can to deny resources, and form roaming squads of hunters to track down and exterminate the foe. Using this method, we can theoretically both reduce the Scourge Hive’s ability to replenish its numbers while also actively thinning its ranks.

There are, of course, a few problems.

Today’s United States is not fourteenth century Poland.

First, there are no castles for the smallfolk to gather in. Second, the population density is higher, which means more resources for the enemy. Third, people have lost their healthy respect for the dwellers of the night. We are to blame for that last part, really, us and Enlightenment, but it remains that when you warn people about incoming demons, fourteenth century Polish peasants were more receptive than your average modern skeptic. And fourth, the entirety of vampirekind is not currently mobilized to face the foe. The White Cabal, Knights, and other allies we have gathered do not equal five hundred irate apex predators who believe the apocalypse has come, and intend to face it with a sword in hand.

In short, we are losing.

Every sortie, every skirmish, comes with casualties that we cannot replace while the enemy grows by the day, feasting on remote villages.

I could pretend that we are only improving our readiness and giving the mortals time to act, but that would be a lie. By the time the Hive has reached the tipping point, even the army of the Potomac will not be able to face them. Drones do not have morale. They are not deterred by relatively inaccurate mass volley fire. Finally, it only takes a few minutes for the dead to join them, so a lost engagement means that they will actually increase their numbers while ours dwindle.

We need a solution, and Constantine believes that he has found one.
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Boston, Accord Fortress, February 22th, 1863

“Will this thing even work?” I ask as I inspect the ugly, unwieldy piece of cylindrical metal. It looks like someone touched in the head placed a massive bomb in an ironclad ship, then fused together debris with molten metal and engraved every square inch of it with insane gibberish.

The Speaker, and my occasional mentor, sighs dramatically. He takes a few steps away and straightens his gangly form until he stands far above me.

“You are quite critical for someone without the ability to comprehend the complexity of what we are building here. I would like to remind you that we are contending with the shadow of a dead god for control over its fleshy bits. Of course the result of such pursuits would be a strange and unusual artefact.”

“Constantine, close your eyes and then inspect your work objectively. What does it look like?”

The Progenitor indulges me, which means that he must be more exhausted than I thought. He passes a hand over his thin black hair.

“Now that you mention it, it does look like a sick soul scavenged a trainwreck for parts and cobbled them together to use as a sword-fighting dummy.”

“Indeed. Can we even move it?”

“Of course we can move it,” he scoffs.

“Uh-huh.”

“Until it is deployed, that is. Then it will need a dozen powerful mages at all times to keep the enchantment active.”

“Brilliant.”

“I could technically replace it through continuous blood sacrifices, but since it would require about a hundred people per day, I thought it might be impractical.”

“Yes. The locals frown upon such methods, I’ve been told,” I reply acidly.

“Yes,” Constantine remarks, “troublesome that. It removes so many options. Ah well.”

“So hypothetically, what does the thing do?”

“Ah yes, thank you for reminding me. The construct will emulate essence fluctuation along the Karnalian line on a two point six frequency, but with a constant intensity over a radius of seven hundred miles when at full power. The fluctuation will overtake the natural background frequency of the planet and cover that of the dead god, which we have named the Outsider for convenience’s sake, until the node creatures lose control over their swarm. Indeed, the node creature themselves should fall to the powerful nature of the call and answer the most primal urge of their kind, which is to gather in large enough numbers for the shadow essence of the Outsider to take the foothold necessary to direct them, and…you have no idea what I am talking about, do you?”

I raise a haughty brow. Does he think that I have spent my years of study in idleness? The arrogance.

“This is a beacon that will override the will of the Outsider and call all Hive Scourge drones within the surrounding states to its location.”

“In layman terms, yes.”

“And then we kill them.”

“Yes. Hopefully. There is still the matter of killing.”

“We need an army,” I state.

“Yes. Unfortunately, the human ones…well…they will not do. Oh no, they will not do at all. Not unless they are fully prepared.”

“So it is up to us?”

“Indeed. I have already recruited all available Rosenthal mercenaries as well as all our standing forces. It will provide a core of professional monster killers for this initiative. As for the rest…I have not decided yet.”

I sigh, and turn to leave.

“Where are you going?” Constantine asks.

Well, we need an army.

I will get us a bloody army.

“To cash in my chips. All of them.”
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Later that night

“It could work. It should work,” Jimena says, voice distorted by the mirror.

“Can I count on the Knights’ assistance in this matter?”

“Are you kidding? I would have beaten you black and blue if you had not told me!”

“What my dear subordinate means to say,” Sergei of the Kalinin, Knight squad leader, points out from behind her, “is that we will be there as soon as possible. Please give us a location.”
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Boston harbor, even later that night

“The ship will sail, madam. Will you be joining us?”

“I thank you for your consideration, but I need to gather a few friends before I head south. You will find your destination in the enclosed map. It is an abandoned village behind the Confederate lines. According to our calculations, the locale is both within the optimal range of the construct and heavily defensible.”

“What should we expect?”

“There will be derelict houses with a pier, then a road heading west. South of the pier is a large promontory with a ruined fort at the top. The promontory is the most defensible position, with only a narrow strip of land allowing passage. It is also large enough for our purposes. You will arrive first, so clear out anything that lives here, and start making the fort habitable. Our allies will join you progressively over the following month.”

“You…have already been there?”

“Yes. The name of the village is Black Harbor, and it is there that the man this ship was named after died.”
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Moonside, March the 8th, 1863

Something heavy hangs in the air. I can feel it in the wind. The fields, normally filled with quarreling young betas fighting for supremacy, lie empty. The only illumination comes from the village’s main hall. Even a beginner mage would feel the concentrated, potent auras radiating from it. I dismount Metis at the edge of a wide crowd of werewolves holding torches. A veritable wall of shape-shifting monsters in human form faces me, yet when I stride in confidently, they part to let me through. The taste of the moon and the ferocious hunt hangs heavy in the air. I walk through the path they formed into the main square and the dais they raised there. Jeffrey stands proudly with a few of his lieutenants. He towers over them both physically and magically, the largest beast in the pack. His open shirt shows corded muscles.

I stop at a respectful distance. I will not bow, but I will show him the respect he deserves. This is his land. We are allies.

“Welcome, Ariane of the Nirari. We have all felt the change in the earth. What tidings do you bring?”

I had no idea that Jeffrey could be concise. I will play his game.

“The time to face the Hive has come. I call upon our old alliance, an agreement to fight side-by-side in times of danger. We have set a trap for them. Come with me, and we will lure the foes with the shadow of their own. We will gather them all in one killing field. We will strike them down to the last. Now, I ask you, are you with me?”

Jeffrey smiles: not his usual smirk, but the satisfied grin of a man who just got his wish. He walks to my side and passes me. His steps carry him to the edge of the platform and the hundreds of werewolves amassed at his feet.

“Wolves of the north, my brothers and sisters, how far we have traveled. Thirty years ago, we were slaves in lost forests of this world. We freed ourselves with tooth and claw. We came here to heal and to grow, and we did. We licked our wounds. We built our hearths. We left our marks on the forests and the fields. We made this place our home. But now, decades later, all of it is at risk. You know of what we face. I will not let overgrown locusts take my territory, because after all those efforts, we are strong, and we are ready. I call upon all the families. I call upon all the packs. I call for a war host! And let the Great Hunt…begin.”

Jeffrey howls. The answering cry from the crowd shakes the very air as the light of the crescent moon reflects in four hundred glinting eyes.
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Marquette, IGL foundry, March 9th 1863

The stern Dvergur opens the warehouse gates, sliding the titanic slab of nailed wood on oiled railings as if it were a kitchen door. The suffused gas light falls on twenty forms covered in tarps.

“Here they are,” he says with a Swedish accent. Loth is pretty much in the minority when it comes to brogue.

“A dozen twenty-four pounders, seven standard mortars, and one Skaragg arcane artillery piece.”

“Good. Pack it up and give me a list of what we have in terms of powder and projectiles. I will need our stored small arms as well.”

I expected an assent, but the old bearded fellow stands proudly before me. He is rather short for his kind, but he makes it up with absurdly large shoulders.

“Helping you in battle was never part of our agreement.”

I hold his gaze and his stubborn defiance stops.

“I never asked for it,” I remark pointedly. “You do not have to remind me of my oaths, mortal.”

“Aye, lady, no need to act like that. I am older than you.”

“Then you should know better. I merely ask that you prepare the guns for transport.”

The older man’s eyes shift inward.

“Which ones?”

“Every last one of them.”

He holds my gaze again, and this time he does not relent.

“Even the Skaragg piece?”

“Yes, Elgir, even my Skaragg piece. Which I claimed as a spoil of battle.”

“And you will have humans handle it.”

“Indeed I will.”

I remain quiet for a moment. I am about to be offered a boon, and so I wait lest the grumpy old baggage decides to withdraw it out of pride.

“Can’t have those bumbling idiots manipulate such a fine exemplar of Dvergur engineering. We’ll come with you. But don’t think you can order me around or anything.”

I allow myself the smallest smile.

“It is my privilege to have you by our side,” I reply graciously. “Can you manage the logistics?”

“Woman, stop your provocations.”

[image: Shape  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

Marquette, Red Cabal headquarters, later that night

“So the time has come?” the young leader asks me, fiery aura deployed. Merritt’s son has truly come into his own.

“Yes, Oliver. I know that the Red Cabal is young and that you are still finding your marks, but I would appreciate it if you—”

“No need to ask me twice, Ariane. I know that you already called the wolves. This alliance, this coordination between all races, is what we have been created for. Where, and when?”

“I knew I could count on you.”

“Yes, now where and when? I need to pull everyone back.”
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Avalon, White Cabal stronghold, New York State

March 14th, 1863

The Council Room falls silent as I finish my proposal.

“Who else is joining this battle? Who would stand by our side?”

“Everyone I can find to hold the line until dark, then every battle-ready vampire on the continent.”

The calm declaration is received with stupefied expressions. Even the ever-irritating Cornelius has fallen silent.

But not for long.

“What guarantee can you give us that you will not leave us to die and only come to mop up?” he asks, but without malice. Even someone as stubborn as him knows what we are up against. I understand that he has also fought on the frontline with great courage.

“Our mortals will be there. I do not have to tell you how strong a commitment this represents.”

The acid comeback dies on his lips. He takes a deep, calming breath.

“So, you finally found a battle that could kill me?” Frost asks irritably from his seat.

The rest of the Council shows various signs of impatience at the outburst.

“Well, old man, if a horde of world-ending cannibalistic creatures from some horror tale cannot end you, I do not know what can,” I reply genially.

The levity of the comment gets me the reaction I was looking for. The Council relaxes. I hear a few chuckles.

“Well, it could work, I guess. Where will it be?”

“A place called Black Harbor. I will arrange transportation by ship from New York. My contact will be in touch.”

“How much time do we have?” Councilor Hopkins asks. The Black Dog sneers lightly and I see eagerness in his wrinkled face. The old trap master gave me some trouble back in the day with nothing but a shovel, wires, and quite a bit of powder. He will have considerably more resources at his disposal this time.

“We have a month or two before our position becomes untenable.”

“Excellent. I will be sure to prepare a warm welcome. I already have a few ideas.”
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City Point, Virginia, Army of the Potomac headquarters

March 17th, 1863

General Grant takes a puff of his cigar and lets the blueish smoke suffuse the dark room’s air. Even with the fading winter delaying the coming of longer days, our visit remains unusual in its lateness. I have taken the time to make sure that Sheridan was wearing a borrowed uniform so that it would look to an outsider like a courtesy visit by a subordinate. Even then, his guards’ suspicion has not abated.

“I cannot acquiesce to your request,” he finally says, but he raises a finger before we can object. “I understand the urgency of the situation, believe me. Unfortunately, my position as lieutenant general is not secured. The President went over a lot of heads to promote me despite my junior rank. I understand that Burnsides encouraged it, but General Hooker is livid and General Meade is not much better. I am not a man who enjoys court games while the soldiers bleed and die, but I also understand the necessities of politics. Many eyes are on my back right now, eager to see me fall. However…” he continues, then trails off.

“However?” I ask.

By my side, Naminata gives the man an encouraging smile. She looks gorgeous in a more conservative outfit than usual, though the mischief in her gaze can never be truly dulled. She has chosen another human in officer garb to accompany her. She was the only one available to aid me in this important task.

I was slightly worried that she would let her playfulness get the better of her, but I was underestimating her. The same woman who hunts Merghol mana hounds with a smile is perfectly capable of acting demure as well. It just feels a bit weird to me.

“It would be better if I showed you,” Grant finishes and stands up. We follow him down the small cottage’s stairs and out into the winter encampment of the Army of the Potomac.

We leave a busy wharf clogged with ships on our left and turn inland, passing by white-tarped carriages being unloaded even at this late hour. The General leads us through rows of identical structures at the halfway-point between brick and tent, and a few longer wooden buildings. The uniformity and lack of adornments speaks of structures raised for the express purpose of housing awesome numbers in hygienic conditions. I dare not think about the miles of latrines dug around the city. It certainly smells that way, in any case.

We walk for a good ten minutes in silence until we arrive at a clear demarcation in the camp. Where we came from, the tents were uniformly clean. In front of us, they are much less intact. Many of them bear old stains, or were hastily repaired with mismatched swathes of cloth in other colors, giving the camp a carnivalesque air. The pickets salute us in silence, in the same clean blue uniform despite their camp’s poorer equipment. They are quite noticeably black.

“At ease, boys,” the officer allows before turning to us.

“We have a lot of colored folks, not just negros, enrolling everywhere right now. Training is well underway for a lot of regiments. I can get you…up to five full regiments of the most experienced ones, mostly people who volunteered earlier and who can already shoot. Plus two brigades of heavy artillery. How many of them do you need?”

Six thousand men?

Six thousand men, plus cannons?

For meeeeeee?

“We will take your entire stock,” I declare, before being knocked on the head lightly by Naminata.

“Hsss. What was that for?” I grumble. Such a display before the General!

“You can’t take stock of black folks anymore, darling. That is why this conflict started, remember?”

“You strike me over semantics?”

“Semantics is how we get the humans, my little lime pie.”
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City Point, Virginia, Army of the Potomac headquarters

March 23rd, 1863

Moise took a look at the repeater rifle in his hands. It was a nice gun, heavy and powerful, yet short enough to remain easy to handle. It was practically still shining under the pale February sun. There were pouches of cartridges on the table, and his fellow United States Colored Troops infantrymen were grabbing them and walking to their assigned positions. The firing range before them lay empty, save for a few lined targets.

He approached Sergeant Freeman.

Sergeant Freeman was a very tall, very strong fellow with a graying beard that reached his belly button and eyes that looked like they’d seen everything.

“Say, Sarge, that’s a really nice gun there.”

“Yup.”

“And we got lots of bullets to try them out.”

“Yup.”

“They’re for us? For real?”

“Yup.”

“Those shiny shooters?”

“Yup.”

“And those white folks won’t ‘requisition’ them from us when they see them?”

“Ain’t no white army folks where we’re going.”

The private contemplated those facts in silence for exactly two seconds.

“We’re goddamn done for,” he finally said.

“Yup.”
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Black Harbor, Georgia, March 28th, 1863

The pale light of March had not yet dispersed a stubborn morning fog when some old white man in a black suit rolled into the regiment’s camp in a big carriage with the back covered in white tarp. The meadow was entirely covered in white tents and uniformed folks warming their hands over cooking fires.

“Gather around, people, gather around,” he bellowed.

“Form ranks, on the double!” Freeman bellowed. He was the oldest enlisted man there and everyone listened to what he said. So Moise did. He and his fellow soldiers shuffled into lines with sullen airs.

The white man waited without fuss, though Moise could see his keen brown eyes assessing them. When everyone was ready, he addressed them in a booming voice.

“Now, we are going to be reinforcing this position over the next week,” he said.

Of course, Moise thought to himself, the white man had brought them here to dig stuff. He should have expected it.

“And I will be counting on your efforts. Now, I know that digging can be a thankless task, so let me offer you a small incentive. In two weeks time, we will be receiving very special guests.”

The man stood and pulled on some rope. The tarp fell away to reveal a creature of nightmare.

Moise jumped in fright, as did half of the line.

“Jesus Christ…”

“My god!”

“Devil!”

The monster shrieked and clawed at unyielding steel bars. Its black talons glistened ominously as it tried to cover abyssal eyes. The flesh was pale with bony ridges. It was…a demon. Had to be. No natural event could result in such a horrible abomination.

“This, gentlemen, is a Scourge Hive drone. The smallest specimen there is.”

Moise’s blood froze in his veins.

That thing was small?

That thing was the smallest?

“Ten thousand of the buggers are going to fall upon us before this is all over, and all that will stand between them and you will be the defenses you build under my careful direction. Now, I see that some of you are already getting ideas…” he continued in the same, even voice as his glare fell on a shifty man on the side of the line, “so let me remind you that you are surrounded by Confederates and the drones. So unless you are very, very confident in swimming your way back north, I would urge you to take this seriously. If it’s any comfort, my men and I will be by your side when the foe comes.”

“Behind us, you mean,” someone grumbled.

“No,” the man insisted, “by your side. The back is for the artillery.”

Moise sighed and went for his shovel. He hated being right, sometimes.
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Virginian wilderness, March 28th, 1863

“I must admit that I did not expect you to last so long,” I tell the man before me.

“Save your insults, demon. Remember that we may fail, but God is eternal and his justice—”

“Yes, yes, please spare me the theatrics. I came here to tell you that the final battle is upon us.”

The Gabrielite’s eyes widen comically.

“Not the end of the world, you lobotomized toad. The battle against the Scourge Hive. We are gathering south of here and you are invited to join us as part of the truce. I even brought you rations to help you in your travels,” I say.

The man is clearly starving, and so are the other fighters behind him. I know that their hidden families barely fare better.

“There is no catch. You come and fight and you will be allowed to walk away freely afterward. Those of you who make it, anyway.”

“You expect me to believe that you would let us go?”

“Yes, but you will understand when you see our camp.”

I see disbelief in his eyes, so I explain.

“You will see exactly how insignificant you are, you self-righteous gnats. Does it make sense now?”

The man’s eyes lower to the trailer behind me. He swallows his saliva.

“How much food are we talking about?”

Ah, the path to the heart of the man is truly through his stomach. Though I prefer a puncture between the ribs myself.
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Black Harbor, Georgia, March 29th, 1863

The sea at night carries a strange charm. The ebb and flow of its waves are magnified under the light of the moon, and the smell of salt and seaweed mix to form a whole. The darkness of the hidden depths and the sound of the waves eating at rocks bit by bit merge into one singular entity, a portal to a hostile world that a careless footstep will activate.

I have seen the depths, and what lurks below. If only in dreams.

I kneel on dark stone and slice a vein with a talon. The black blood carrying my essence falls in white foam and greenish algae like grasping limbs, off to carry my message. I settle to wait. It only takes an hour for an aura to brush against the edge of my perception. Much faster than I expected.

Soon, a massive form emerges sinuously from the water. The sea woman is tall and muscular, her fishtail scarred and powerful. Yellow eyes focus on me, while a lipless mouth of serrated teeth lifts into a grin.

“Nirari,” she greets with a raspy, sibilant voice.

“Good evening. I will fight this in a few nights,” I say without preamble, and throw the arm of a drone.

The shaman grabs it and sniffs it with two slit nostrils. She wears many strange decorations of coral and dull gold. The smell pushes her to recoil with a hiss.

“Yes, an old enemy. Bitter, yet strong. Nirari requires help?”

“I will fight them with an army, and I want you to join. At night, from the flank. You will coordinate with my allies.”

I am not sure if she can understand complex sentences. As it turns out, I am underestimating her far too much.

“We have little interest in the affairs of the dry land…but…”

“But?”

Her smile turns greedy.

“The Fist of the Drowned God clan owes you a great debt. Powerful shaman. Many strong spawn. I will pay their favor to you. All of my warriors for one battle. Yes?”

“I find your proposal agreeable.”

“Then it is done. We know. We will watch. We will come. We will shed their blood together and feast on the flesh of the fallen. Then, the debt will be repaid.”

“It is done.”

“We will watch you, Nirari. We will watch for a long time. I send my first daughter to occupy my seat in your war party.”

The shaman slithers away and smoothly dives under a coming wave.
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Later that night

I ride Metis into the vampire camp. Armored carriages alternate with the many tents of household guards, mercenaries, and private troops. The clash of so many auras in the same place gives me a feeling of weightlessness, as if reality here is more permeable. Masters and Courtiers check their weapons or spar here and there. They all raise their eyes to me as I pass by and follow me as I make my way to the command tent.

Twenty-one Lords and Ladies wait in contemplative silence.

The pressure of their aura would be crushing if they did not control themselves so thoroughly. They gather in a half circle around Constantine and Jarek.

“Ariane. I thought you would be joining us?” the Progenitor asks with obvious disapproval.

“No no no no,” I chuckle, “you are joining me.”

Two hours later, Constantine’s eyes rest on the absolute death trap that Black Harbor has become. A mile of flat terrain, grass and stumps, then half that again in a dense network of moats, abatis, trenches, and traps topped by an artillery park a modern army would not scoff at. And behind that, the masts of warships in bombardment range. As we watch, a convoy reaches the top of the slope, loaded with crates of ammunition. Hundreds of torches shed light on a forest of bayonets.

“What in the name of the Eye…”

“No gawking. And follow the road, because there are burrowed mines and pitfalls on the way.”

I show serenity despite my smugness.

No one can dismiss me anymore, or think me a servant of Sephare. I just demonstrated to my peers, for better and for worse, who has the most powerful military among all of us.

Me.
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Black Harbor, Georgia, Alliance command room

March 30th, 1863

“So, this is it,” Jarek says in his deep rumble. “We are all in agreement. You start the ritual tomorrow at noon and last until night. Then, we, Jeffrey, and the mermen attack. We will let the mortals coordinate themselves. Does anyone wish to add something?”

No one says a word.

“Then let the Battle of Black Harbor begin.”


138: Apex 

Moise woke up early and tired, just like everyone else. Today was the day.

The regiments stood and gathered in morning prayer, then they had breakfast. It was the best breakfast he’d ever had, with juicy bacon, boiled eggs, and bread that was not yet too stale. They even had some decent coffee. It was a shame that he had so much trouble keeping it down.

Today was the day.

And it started slow.

All the men made ready at their own pace. He had a pouch, pockets bursting at the seams with cartridges, and a canteen. It was sunny and a little bit cloudy, with a nice breeze coming from the Atlantic that brought with it a waft of freshness. Flocks of gulls quarreled somewhere behind him.

His regiment went to the front and center, descending in single file through ditches and passages defended with raised earth and sharpened wood branches. The going was slow. They had several rows, with quick, easily-covered access to allow entire lines of combatants to retreat deeper into the fortifications. An army could not take them. Hell, with those ships behind them, rebels would break their teeth on their fortifications by the hundreds. But they were not facing rebels.

Moise finally went through the last passage and arrived in front of the moat. It was a nice moat, filled with sharpened stakes. He had cut the ones in front of him with his own fingers until they bled with splinters. It was his spot. Iwan took the one to his left. Moise was the rightmost defender of his squad. White folks took the spot to his right. They were a grumpy bunch with antiquated pistols and brand-new rifles someone had thrown them out of pity. A tall man with a long, wispy white beard threw him a disparaging look and shook his head.

Well, the devil take you too, old codger.

They settled in to wait.

That was, he thought, the worst part. Men sat where they were, their uniforms a bit dusty despite efforts to clean them. Smoke rose from the bastards who had filched tobacco somewhere along the way. Sergeant Freeman took a large pipe from one of his inner pockets and puffed on it contemplatively. Some soldiers prayed while others talked in hushed voices.

Moise decided to pray. It could not hurt. But after half an hour, he had gone through every hymn he knew three times and still hadn’t found salvation.

He looked up the trench. There was not a damn thing to see, just mangled grass and stumps for half a mile.

They waited.

Moise eventually surrendered to boredom and joined a game of dice. They bet cartridges since there was nothing else around. Moise won three, then lost seven in a row. Above him, the lazy orb of the sun finally reached its zenith.

Cooks walked down the line with water barrels and stew. They were also handed a piece of bread. Moise could barely taste it.

Behind them, something happened.

He could feel it along his spine.

It started as a hum, then gradually grew in intensity until he felt it like a vast cacophony at the edge of his hearing, a ghost of some ear-splitting shriek he could not quite ignore. There was some devilry at work here. He had heard of it from some of the folks before they were scolded.

Evil worshippers.

But the monsters were real, or so the newspapers said. At least that was what Jupe, who could read, had claimed.

Moise scowled and looked forward. The demons he would face were very real. Better to think about that first.

They sure were taking their time though.

Early afternoon came. The sun was high and the temperature had turned pleasant. It was so calm here, with the wind in his face and the sun warming his khepi, that he started to doze off. The tension of the past few days was getting to him.

It was then that the entire line shifted.

Moise felt it in the posture of the men around him. Suddenly, all rifles were pointing forward.

There were creatures galloping far in the distance. White ones.

They were just tiny dots at the edge of the field right now.

Moise’s stomach suddenly filled with ice and dropped into his shoes. Cold sweat erupted from his brow and his lungs cried for air. Monsters were coming, and they were taking their goddamn sweet time.

“Remember your orders,” Freeman bellowed. “Shoot when you have a shot. Not before, not after. Don’t miss or I’ll throw you sorry halfwits over the parapet!”

“Sarge, what’s a parapet?”

“That’s where your ass is going if you don’t aim!”

Time passed with agonizing slowness. The distant shapes resolved themselves into eight creatures, seven small ones like he had seen before in the cage and another that moved with a hunch. It was so large that it kept up with the others through sheer size.

“Damn…”

Several imprecations echoed down the lines before the NCOs screamed at the idiots. Moise relaxed his shoulder and placed the barrel of his repeater on top of the earthworks. He breathed slowly.

They were still a bit far.

Someone shot to his left. Freeman yelled and smacked him. Moise could only hear the sound of flesh hitting flesh, babbling excuses, and a few snickers from the assholes to his right. The things were still coming. He picked one at random and lined up the sights. He could see nothing but the smooth expanse of the steel barrel and the blurred form of the abomination bearing down on him. Time slowed down, until he could feel every powerful thump of his heart resonating through his body.

Someone else pulled the trigger, then the entire line erupted in an acrid blue mist. Moise may have hit his target, or he may have narrowly missed it. It did not matter. It would not have mattered. The almost solid cloud of lead shredded the attacking force like buckshot through a mouse. There was a pinkish cloud and flying bits, then it was over.

“Hurrah!” someone yelled. The cry picked up across the entire camp. Hurrah, hurrah! The defiant roar surged down the hill and spread through the surrounding meadows. It spoke of the courage of man. It was a torch in the darkness of a cave. It was fire, unity, strength of arms to reveal the nightmare for what it was, the shadow of a much smaller, much more lonesome beast.

They could do this.

“Alright, alright folks, settle down. Settle down, I said! Save that nice enthusiasm y’all got for the rest of ‘em.”

Moise moved his arms a bit to work out the kinks in them. He pushed an extra cartridge into the chamber to replace the one he had lost and caressed the IGL engraving with his finger. Three letters with an eagle on top.

They could really do this. Just had to stay calm.

Twenty minutes later, another group popped from the bushes and ended up much like the first. Moise did not even shoot. There was no need.

Then fifteen minutes later, another came.

Then another.

At two, there were continuous shots all across the line.

It was three when the first man died, a freak friendly fire incident apparently. Moise saw the covered form being carried up on a stretcher on a passage to the left of him. Blood dripped from the back of the head.

“Moise, if you got time to gawk, you got time to clean your gun,” Freeman told him in a low voice. He looked at the field in front of him. Most of the pits had been revealed by now, having successfully slowed down the horde. The drones were forced to jump above or around them, which slowed them down ever so slightly. He remembered that they had explosives around somewhere, which was why their artillery was supposedly still silent. Prayers rang in the air coming from his right again.

A wave rushed from the edge of the forest.

It was the biggest one yet, easily a hundred individuals spread out in a sort of herd.

“Hold fire until you get a shot!” Freeman yelled.

There were small and large drones, some with strange bone plates on their chests and faces. They were tougher, but they did not stop bullets.

Damn it all, but Moise was getting used to it.

He lined his shot at a smaller drone almost to the front of him, and almost dropped his rifle when the creature started jumping to the side.

“Bloody hell!”

The smaller drones were running haphazardly in strange patterns. Moise focused and pulled the trigger as his target landed. It hit the chest. Someone else’s bullet caught it in the leg and made the creature stumble, then a few more shots took it out entirely. The larger one fell as well with a burst head.

One drone with a missing arm reached the line to his left.

It jumped and landed in the ditch, twitching from a ruined chest.

Freeman stepped up and drew his brand-new revolver. He shot the head once and the creature’s erratic movements stopped.

“Remember that the bastards like to play dead. What are y’all looking at? Eyes front, damn you!”

Moise obeyed and saw something he had never seen before.

The drones were retreating.

“Bloody hell, that ain’t good,” the white man to his right said. Moise turned to him with some curiosity. Wasn’t it a good thing when your enemy fled?

“Whatchu looking at, nigger?”

Moise returned his attention to the field and wondered if he could get away with shooting the bastard and passing it off as an accident. Probably not.

Silence descended upon the field, and, for the first time in hours, calm returned. The cloud of spent powder lifted ever so slightly. The smell of the sea returned timidly beneath the odor of smoke and flames. He could almost see the sky.

Then there was a sound like nails on a piece of wood. It erupted all across the yet-untouched meadows. Moise’s mind froze for the second time today when a thin white line appeared between the green of the trees and the brown of upturned earth. He leaned forward despite his best efforts. The line expanded and thickened. It turned into a squirming tide of pale flesh. The ground vibrated under their feet.

“Hold fire!”

Fear returned.

Moise placed his rifle against the earthworks and tried to forget that the creatures could shake off grievous wounds for a few seconds. He had never felt so alone in his entire goddamn life.

A heavy hand landed on his shoulder, making him jump.

“Steady now, and watch those ears of yours, because we are going loud!” Freeman yelled. There were a few whoops in the line, but that was it.

The things were closer now.

Closer.

There were so many of the damn buggers, and they had bigger ones that moved sinuously on four limbs. It was bad. Real bad.

They came in range, and the world turned upside down.

Moise stumbled back, hands on his whistling ears. There were little dark dots in the air, far above him, which he realized were pieces of soil. The air kept shaking with loud explosions left and right. One of them got really close and sent him stumbling again.

A piece of drone arm landed next to him. The dead limb gathered into a fist slowly enough for him to see every muscle fiber contracting. The claws pierced skin and let out pinkish fluid.

Moise stood back up. There was a lot of smoke. It took some time for the wind to disperse enough of the thick white stuff to see what was left.

From the edge of the earthworks to the forest, the ground was nothing but craters and debris. There was nothing left of the horde but a scattering of corpses, few of them in one piece. Some people said things, but Moise did not hear them clearly. His focus was on one of the smaller drones at the back, far away from him. The creature had been the furthest from the mines and it climbed to its feet slowly, painfully.

Despite the distance, despite the impossibility of it, Moise's eyes and the creature’s orbs met for a second. The distant buzz of the beacon at the back of his head became loud enough to drown out every other sound in existence. It was an imperious order to come forward, and Moise took an involuntary step back. The call was so strong...

Then the moment was broken, and he was back to being just a Massachusetts boy far away from home and in way over his head. The survivors of the assault crawled back to the trees. There was a lull.

“Reload, reload, and drink a bit of water if you can,” Freeman bellowed. “Steady, y’all, this ain’t over yet.”

Moise blinked sweat from his eyes. Some of the trees in the distance were moving as if a storm raged among them.

Moise had built confidence over the past week. The stone promontory had turned into a nigh impregnable fortress. Hundreds of drones had died without slaying a single one of them. This faith evaporated in an instant.

The land came alive with frenzied flesh. Thick, bone-plated monsters came first in a line three creatures thick that covered the entire plain. The ground shook again.

Behind him, cannons roared.

The guns vomited steel at a range that made missing impossible. Canister shots dug bloody furrows in an ever-moving mass. The fallen disappeared under the galloping claws of those that came behind.

As soon as they got near, fast-moving drones overtook the larger ones. They made use of the now-ruined terrain, jumping and turning as they went. Despite the acrobatics, none of them ever got in the way of another. Moise waited, then shot the ones in front of him.

Good thing was, he could not miss. There was just no free space for the bullet to escape to.

His first target crashed with a pierced shoulder. Another fell as well, though he was not sure if it was from his bullet or someone else’s. The din of detonations deafened him, just as smoke made his eyes burn. You could not hear a thing under the incredible racket of so many barrels roaring their fury, the wrath of mankind wielded in censure of whatever thing had spawned the foe. Moise spent one second considering how done-for he would have been without the repeater.

The wave crashed into their fortifications.

The first creature rammed itself into the sharpened stakes and grabbed at him. Moise shot it in the head and slammed his back against the earthen wall behind him, frantically pushing more cartridges into his burning-hot gun. Another creature jumped over the first one but fell with its torso mangled. The soldiers on the tier above were covering him.

The creature twitched.

Freeman appeared from the side and shot it with his revolver, then moved farther down the line. They were not stopping. There was a spurt of blood as someone got unlucky. Another soldier was thrown over the barricade and down into the gibbering horde below. His scream was cut short.

Another drone climbed on top of the first.

Moise chambered his first of four rounds knowing that he would be too late.

There was a boom, and the creature’s head exploded. Pieces of bone and humor ran down his uniform’s trousers. He turned around and saw a woman dressed in white standing behind and above him. Fire flared from her fingers and found heads, each projectile aimed with deadly accuracy. He did not stop to wonder what she was using, or why there were men with shields covering her.

Using the lull, he started to shoot the drones to his left and right to lessen the burden on his allies. A drone smashed through the now-demolished stakes to his right and almost skewered the bearded man, but Moise shot it down. He never hesitated. It was man versus monster now.

And the pressure lessened.

They were killing drones faster than the monsters could come. Folks in white and red uniforms wielded strange weapons. Boneplate cracked, flesh bubbled under the onslaught. The larger specimens had all fallen.

The tide of flesh turned to a trickle, then stopped as the creatures withdrew. He watched, mesmerized, as distant drones started to drag their dead back into the forest.

“What the fuck are they doing?” he grumbled to no one in particular.

“Reusing the flesh of the dead,” the bearded white man said as he, too, reloaded and checked his gun. His companions muttered prayers.

“Those devilish abominations use flesh to strengthen their numbers. And they got a lot of it, alright. There was no need to have single strong creatures before, but now there is, and so they will come. It learns, that devil. It learns and it adapts.”

Moise moved aside as men ran with stretchers to the back line. The nurses knew how to stop the poison that turned folks into monsters, so long as they were not dead, or so he was told. It would not help some of the poor bastards he saw being carried off, that was for sure, what with all the blood.

There was another short lull. Moise reloaded and drank from his canteen to try and wash the smoke and horrid stench of drone blood from his throat, in vain. There were a few sparse shots here and there that made him wince. Supposedly, the drones could not turn a headless body. Folks were making sure.

The man to his left, Iwan, silently gave him a repeater.

“What’s that for?”

“It was Jupe’s, but he’s wounded, so it’s yours now. You don’t have to reload so often.”

“Alright then.”

They waited, and waited some more until late afternoon. The drones tried the same thing, but the assault was repelled with so many losses that the ground before him could only be seen when an artillery shell revealed it before corpses covered it again. Moise missed his first round. It went wide, a bit too high, probably hit something anyway.

As the creatures pulled back once more, he could not help but think that the cannons were slowing down, and so were the men and, amazingly, women in white or red. He thought he knew why as he gingerly touched the barrel of his gun. It was burning to the touch. The heat was starting to get to him, and he emptied his canteen, then took a discreet piss against the earthworks.

Then it was time again.

“How many of the fuckers can there be?” he complained.

They waited once more. More wounded were taken away. In some places, drone corpses were piled so high that they obstructed the view of the field, but no one moved out to push them away. He did not blame them.

There was a rumble.

Things started to emerge from the treeline, things that did not belong on this world. They were so large that he could see them clearly, even as far away as they were. He had seen engravings of elephants. They did not hold a candle to the behemoths now charging towards them.

The cannons roared, the strange weapons lashed, but still the creatures kept running until, somewhere behind him, a signal was given.

The ship guns opened.

In front of Moise, a crimson flower of death bloomed on top of the beasts. The screaming inferno devoured ranks upon ranks of drones and left behind only charred husks. The devastation they wreaked defied description. Moise’s repeater felt like a toy. The behemoths fell one by one until more than thirty of their carcasses dotted the field, then the rest smashed through the first two layers of fortifications without stopping.

Moise fell to his right under a shower of splinters. Pinkish fluid pooled by his feet until he was soaked to the ankles. Drones were everywhere, climbing over the wall. That was when Iwan fell against him with a strange black spike through his neck.

“What the…”

Above, the woman in white screamed and fell back between the two shield-bearers. She removed a spike from her arm and resumed firing down. Moise grabbed his second rifle and shot a drone as it fell on Sergeant Freeman. They were cut off from the rest of the regiment.

“First two barricades, fall back, fall back now!” someone yelled from behind.

Moise helped Freeman up. The older man was bleeding heavily, even had one of those spikes in his flank. They stumbled to the path up. Freeman still blew the brains out of the drones coming to them.

They passed under the barricade and to the next level. The white-bearded man had been waiting and shot a pursuer. The last defenders were making their way up. The battle was already raging there, and a flow of soldiers were climbing up and up under the cover of thrown blasting charges. There were bodies everywhere.

“Keep going!” a man in a fancy coat said as he blasted the foes with two engraved revolvers, each shot putting something down.

Moise kept going.

Up and up they went. Freeman was getting heavier, or he was growing more tired. They passed ranks of firing infantrymen and a few cannons with barrels so hot they had started to glow. An officer was arguing with a nurse in white as he passed by.

“You need to save some water for the wounded!”

“If we don’t cool those guns down, there won’t be any wounded to save!”

At the back, there were rows of hurt men covered in bandages around three large white tents. The air was thick with the cloying scent of blood. He noticed lines of covered bodies to the side.

A woman with white hair and red eyes grabbed him by the shoulder.

“Over here, help him down on that stretcher,” she ordered.

Moise did as instructed. Freeman winced as he lay down.

“Got to remove the black stinger. Probably poisoned,” Moise said because he felt so goddamn useless.

The woman did not reply. She was busy applying a paste to Freeman’s shoulder where three puncture wounds leaked blood.

“No need. I know the score, boy,” the old sergeant said, pointing at his flank. “Ain’t no coming back from that one.”

Moise felt his eyes water even more now, probably all that powder in the air. Dammit.

Were they all going to die on that mount?

“None of that. You don’t give up, you hear? You don’t have the right to give up. I forbid it.”

“Yes, Sarge, sorry Sarge.”

“Ma’am, can you make sure that I don’t…”

The strange woman gave him something to hold, a cross of sorts.

“You won’t turn. You have my word. Hold tight to this.”

“Thank you. Now, boy, you go. Take this.”

Freeman pulled his buckle open and roared, removing the whole belt. He shoved his revolver in Moise’s palm.

“Now you go. Give them hell for me.”

“Yes, Sarge. Farewell.”

“Go with God, boy.”

Moise about-faced without a word. He realized that he had dropped his repeater somewhere along the way and picked up a piece some other idiot had discarded on the ground. He had one pouch of ammo left.

He climbed back down the hill into a hellscape of smoke and fury, dyed red under the setting sun.

Chaos had spread over the lower tiers, and that was where he stopped. Regiments had mixed. He found the white-bearded man near the port-side cliff and joined his side because why the hell not. There was a man with a shield and pistol by his side, and soldiers from other companies. He picked his targets and shot again, and again, and again, without stopping. Sometimes, the man with the shield would point at strange drones with overly large right arms and black spikes on their backs. Those were the assholes that had killed his friends. He picked them off one by one.

The drones retreated again. The din of battle gave way to a soft layer of moans and prayers. The sun was setting, and its last scarlet rays kissed a scene of carnage the likes of which the world had never seen. Blood and corpses and mangled limbs extended half a mile in a cone towards a meadow on which a white blob was growing.

Men and women progressively stopped doing whatever it was they were busying themselves with. Artillery servants froze with water buckets in their hands. Cartridges stopped at the edge of chambers. Canteens remained in the air, their precious contents forgotten. Silence covered the camp so thickly that even the wounded kept their peace.

Night fell.

An enormous weight crashed upon Moise’s shoulders as a scream that had lasted for so long that he had forgotten about it sputtered and died. The white blob on the horizon walked to them, a titan of unholy flesh, an aggregate of defiled bodies. It was massive as a temple. Each of its three-pronged limbs shook the earth as they descended to carry it forward. A myriad of black eyes covered most of its face, lodged between and around bone plates like so many cancerous growths, but that was nothing compared to its sheer presence. The dominating, heavy aura crushed Moise until all he could do was whimper. The thing came, and no one shot. Not one cannon spat. Not one gun discharged. The camp remained unmoving.

Moise prayed for the strength to meet death on his feet. Behind the creature, drones of all sizes swarmed until they covered the plain.

The leviathan of flesh arrived. Moise had never felt so alone, so isolated in his whole life. It took all of his strength not to fall.

“Took your sweet damn time, you big ugly lug,” a voice said.

It belonged to an old man in a fancy white robe walking down the slope holding what looked like a miniature moon. It was a normal, human voice like you could hear at the market gently chiding a wayward child. It wavered slightly with old age. It was not even loud at all. And yet, it carried across the camp as its owner persisted, and wherever he went, fighters stood and grabbed their weapons.

The thing extended its clawed limb, but the old man would not have it.

“Polaris.”

A refreshing cold spread over Moise’s skin and he shivered, cool for the first time in hours.

The giant’s arm froze solid and fell, splintering on the ground like a mighty tree. It was the size of a locomotive. The old man raised his fist and another, smaller moon materialized.

“And here I thought I would die in my bed.”

The creature stopped, and for the first time, looked.

So far, Moise realized, they had not existed in the drone’s perception except as targets and resources. But now, it saw him, and them. It saw Moise too.

Moise lifted his revolver and cocked it. All around him, others were doing the same. The bearded asshole by his side chuckled.

“Never thought I’d fall fighting side-by-side with a nigger.”

“Go and fuck yourself.”

The old man chuckled harder. The ranks of mankind fell in. Cannons were realigned and a forest of steel barrels rose, defiant, against the tide.

They did not get to fire.

Something was coming. The skies lost their dark red hue and gained an eerie, otherworldly dye of purple. Far away to the north, a guttural man’s voice said something that he did not understand. The following roar fought against the Hive’s presence and pushed it back. It was not a nice or reassuring sound, no, it was…eager. Somewhere else, wolves howled while below them, near the port, the waters churned.

With agonizing slowness, the behemoth turned its horrid head towards the source. It shifted away from them.

“What was that?” Moise whispered.

“That,” the man with the shield said, “was our monsters.”

And he shot the closest drone in the head.
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Earlier that afternoon

I come to and focus on the tiny connection in my mind.

Sheridan is still alive.

It always surprises me how little control we have over our Vassals. Perhaps their very independence is what makes them so valuable to us. It does not help with my serenity. I want to go out and find him, but I cannot. The sun is still out.

The sarcophagus lid slides to reveal gray stalactites. We have decided to hide ourselves in a natural network of caves a few miles north of Black Harbor proper, all while leaving armored carriages in a decoy camp. Other secured resting places lie around me, some open, some not, as some Masters still slumber. I gear up in silence as my senses sharpen and I can finally hear it, in the distance, muffled through thick layers of rocks. The retort of cannons. The battle is raging.

Despite my best efforts, I feel the overwhelming need to go out and help them, help him, but I cannot. The mere sight of sunlight would deaden that urge, assuming that I would be foolish enough to go through the artificial wall Martha of the Lancaster has raised. Avoiding the sun is such an integral part of me that I had forgotten how frustrating the weakness could be. With nothing better to do, I walk to the deeper caverns in search of my kin. At least we can suffer together.

I soon realize that something is wrong. The auras below are tense. Guarded. Much more so than they should be. Fearing that something may have created a rift in our fighting force before the battle could even begin, I hurry down the slippery slope.

The heart of the complex soon comes into view, a circular room centered around a pool of salt water shining softly with fluorescent algae. At first, I can only see armored backs, each piece of equipment showing masterful work and the journey of its wearer. They are all turned towards the center of the room.

Unity against a single threat then.

I do not hide my aura out of courtesy, and approach the group at a brisk pace. The group parts to let me through without a glance. I feel eyes on the back of my neck. The reason is soon clear.

A half-circle of the continent’s most powerful entities glare ahead at the single figure sitting, facing Constantine, on an onyx chair seemingly risen from the depths. The cavern has turned into an amphitheater with a play that could kill us all.

“So kind of you to join us, little princess,” he says.

Fuck.

Malakim stands by his side with his arms crossed. Our eyes meet and he smirks, tapping the pommel of one of his knives. I remember the night I spent under his orders and the statement he made. He would always hate me, and he would enjoy killing me. Nothing would ever change that.

“Now that your spawn has arrived, perhaps you would elaborate on your offer?” Constantine tells him in a glacial tone. He, too, sits on a throne of obsidian rising from the basalt floor in a geological impossibility. Where our Speaker shows no fear, Nirari shows no concern at all. He lounges like a well-fed cat.

“I will join your charge if you let me lead it. That is all.”

No one whispers, no one moves. Powerful auras only let out the barest of flickers, but even such minor variations are a sure sign of the avalanche of resentment now coursing through the small crowd. Nirari settles his back against the throne and waits, a hint of a sardonic smile on his lips.

“That is all?”

“That is all.”

“Will you leave afterward?”

The smile fades. “Yes. I have matters of import to attend elsewhere.”

It returns. “But I will be sure to return at some point. We Progenitors should maintain cordial relationships, do you not agree?”

“Why would you lead, and why would we follow?”

“I lead because I do not tolerate pests on my planet. You can feel it as well, all of you, the shadow cast by the Outsider. What you may not know is that it is a dead thing operating on directives that no longer matter. It cannot accomplish its goal. It is too far gone to succeed.”

“And what goal would that be?”

“To live again. As for the second part of your question, I will allow the little princess to explain.”

What?

The weight of the collective attention crushes me like a boulder. It is all I can do to look forward and hide my discomfort.

“Tell them, little princess. Tell them why they should follow me.”

I hate Nirari, and one day I will try to kill him. For now, this ideal remains a distant prospect. What matters is the task before us tonight, and for me, accepting his offer is an obvious thing. So obvious, in fact, that I struggle to make a point.

“We will ride with the First.”

I am back almost a century ago when I was under the scrutiny of my tutor, trying to express what I remembered of the story I had just read. I know what I know, I merely struggle to convey it. I start explaining then, and the words flow more easily.

“We are the essence of conquest. You would ride under the banner of the deadliest warlord on earth. We would fall upon them like the chariots of Babylon. You…you will feel the sun on your skin, the wind in your hair. You will hear the arrows whistle. You will touch the very essence of the hunt, of the charge. It will be unforgettable, but it will also carry a price.”

Now I have their attention.

“And what would that price be?”

“Tell them, little one, tell them of my struggle. You are friends with the paper hoarders. They must have told you.”

“He…he wants to take over.”

“Over what?”

“Everything. He fights his mother, the greatest witch who ever lived and the first immortal. When the last battle arrives, you will remember the rush and ride with him. Perhaps. That is the price.”

My outrageous statement is received in silence. The others show no signs of acknowledgement, of course.

“Disappointing, little princess. You are holding back so much. Very well then, I will tell you myself. You plot and scheme and hide in the shadows. You mask yourself with proxies, companies, and agents. I do not begrudge you your courts, nor do I fail to understand their value. I merely wish to remind you of what you truly are deep inside.”

Nirari’s aura lashes out. Like a tidal wave, it washes over us in violation of politeness and respect. In an instant, the forty apex predators hiss and bare fangs and weapons. Spells whistle as they charge up, but the tide ebbs as quickly as it came.

“This. This is what you truly are.”

Nirari stands up and opens his hands before us.

“Hunters. Killers. Apex predators designed by a nascent god to harvest whatever it is he seeks. We love to win more than we love to reveal ourselves, but fortunately, tonight, we can do both. So join me. Join me to ride down those intruders who would seek to take what is ours. Join me without bell and without leash, free of shackles and oaths. Join me as you are. Remember what we stand for. Then, you can go on your merry way for a few more decades. But tonight, tonight we will turn the fields red under the hooves of our Nightmares, a vision of the world’s past and future alike. Join me and know. I await your decision.”

The first of all of us sits down comfortably on his throne like an emperor in his palace.

No one speaks for a while. Finally, Constantine breaks the silence.

“You seek to consume the foe.”

“I have done it already, and I will do it again. With, or without you.”

Constantine contemplates the offer for a while.

“We need to discuss. Will you please grant us some privacy?”

My sire sneers and chuckles, but to his credit, he leaves. I think his ability to negotiate and compromise scares me almost as much as his ability to destroy. The deliberations begin immediately.

“Jarek, you were to lead the charge tonight?” the Speaker starts.

“I would object if he and I were evenly matched, or if his word could be doubted. We know that Nirari always keeps his oath. I want to slay the Hive to the last drone tonight before the mortals turn on us. I have no objection.”

“It would be unwise to refuse him,” Sephare adds from the side.

“He was canny to come to us at this late hour,” one of the Roland twins adds. “We do not have the luxury of time. I say we let him. His presence gives us cachet.”

“I want to see if he is as good as they claim,” Jarek’s second adds.

In the end, the decision is made extremely quickly. The only people who grumble are those whose kin were murdered by Nirari at some point, and even they rally quickly. We all have too much stake in the success of this endeavor. We invite Nirari back to let him know that we agree. Everyone pretends that it was a well-considered decision. He departs through the actual walls using the spell I learned from his book.

The mood turns to worry after that.

It takes a lot for us to show emotion, but right now even a dense mortal could feel the tension in the air. Many of us have Vassals on that hill, though they are mostly in the backlines. I know that Sheridan still lives. It could change at any time.

There are few conversations to be had. We have such excellent hearing that anything spoken here might as well be spoken before the assembly. With so many heavily-enchanted arms and armors around, we look like metal-clad generals pulled from so many paintings ranging from the Middle Ages to the late Renaissance lounging across the cavern like a pack of wolves between hunts. The seconds pass with agonizing slowness. The roars of cannons do not abate. Every ten minutes or so, a new armor-clad Master climbs down the stairs to take their place at our side. Our numbers swell until every nook and cranny hides a warrior eager to go. Melusine joins me at some point and sits by my side without a word.

We feel it.

Soon.

Soon.

Now.

The sun dips below the horizon and the cavern sighs in relief. The world cools and expands around us.

“It is time!” Jarek says.

We rush up the stairs with such speed that we leave the place empty within the span of a breath. We jump in a rush over the seaside cliff and onto rock. All faces turn south.

Smoke, thick and dark, forms a heavy black curtain from the fortress we left behind up to the skies. The first layers are empty and ravaged, burning with low embers. The guns have fallen silent. They have stopped fighting.

Something is walking to them. It is large, larger than anything here has a right to be, a moving building of apocalyptic proportions. I do not know if I could take it down if it stopped moving and let me try. And behind it, a sea, an ocean of flesh. Drones so thick and numerous they blot the land like maggots on a corpse. A seething, squirming tide without an end.

Nirari watches the show in silence. He wears obsidian-colored plate armor that looks thick enough to stop a cannonball. On his head, he places a crowned helmet with bone protrusions, and I believe that I am looking at a dragon’s smaller teeth.

He raises a fist and a large Nightmare emerges from behind.

The signal is given. The woods around us darken until the light of the stars themselves dim as silence descends upon us. A wave like a pebble thrown in a placid pool expands towards the nearest drones. Nightmares emerge from behind, more of them than I have ever seen in the same place. Dozens of them gallop out and stop before their riders. I climb on Metis and see John running to his stupidly big charger while Melusine is already waiting for us. Those without a mount will form a roaming group on foot. There are almost a hundred riders.

The Nightmares snort and form a wedge, with the most powerful of us at the tip. Nirari, then Constantine and Jarek, then the strongest Lords and Ladies.

The First Vampire spares an amused glance to our right, inland, where the howls of wolves let us know that our allies are in play. Under and around the fortress, the waters boil with the arrival of the rulers of the depths. We are ready.

Nirari deploys his full aura. He is soon joined by all the others, including me. At this precise moment, we are no longer competitors. At this moment, we are one. The edges of reality bleed as creation itself turns more liquid, more malleable. Our concentrated power sends ripples into the hordes before us and, one by one, the despicable things turn their abyssal eyes on us. The heavens turn a deeper shade of purple. The Watcher’s Eye is wide open.

Nirari’s voice echoes throughout the valley, both calm and incredibly loud.

“No dead god will I allow to tread what is mine! No prey will I let defy me!”

Purple light shines on the drones’ pale flesh. We are doing it. We are bringing the Watcher into the world. Its light shines on everything.

“And no challenge will I leave unanswered. Come, my kin, and scour the land with me. Crush them, leave none alive, and may the world run red.”

Nirari calls upon his soul glaive and the pressure increases yet again. Heartseeker, which he only wields when fighting seriously, rises above our heads. I call upon Rose as blades and spikes as black as onyx join the call. Malakim blows into a mighty horn and the entire Hive, from the smallest drone to that abomination in the distance, focuses on us.

“Charge!”

We start at a normal horse’s gallop and keep accelerating. At the same time, we move away from each other to leave each fighter room to spare. We are going faster still. Martha casts a massive spell and our speed increases once more, the air practically dragging us forward. The tide has seen us. They are coming our way, all of them, including the faraway Behemoth. Nirari roars in challenge and we add our fury to his. We are so close now. There are so many of them, some as large as elephants.

“Magna Arqa.”

“Magna Arqa!”

“Promethean.”

“Shred!”

A hundred spells and powers erupt around me. Melusine’s signature fire bolts roar along my blood magic ones.

There is no impact.

We advance and the first hundred yards of drones simply ceases to exist. We do not even slow down. I see arms, faces, and a lot of eyes but it does not matter. Rose shreds through them like paper, and I have my allies by my side doing the same. John sends shattered parts flying in the air. A great HUNT.

I roar in pleasure as we carve a path through the ever-coming horde. We advance and slaughter them by the hundred, but then someone’s Nightmare screams to my side and I see it, spines flying through the air.

“Close ranks!”

“Shield!”

We contract our formation. I use Rose to knock projectiles out of the air for John and Melusine. There. RANGED PREY, PROTECT METIS AND KIN.

The return fire is immediate and devastating.

“Flay.”

“Inferno.”

“Heartseeker Bolts.”

Spells explode all around us, targeting those strange spine-throwing drones. Packs of them turn to ash. Constantine screams and massive chains as long as ships whip through the drones, sending great numbers of them to the ground, broken. On our right, the werewolves are fully engaged in a massed formation. They advance more slowly, but they do not stop. YES, JOIN OUR REVELS. The purple light of the Watcher still shines across the battlefield to push our foes into a frenzy. We are surrounded on all sides. It does not matter. They cannot stop us.

The charge continues. The wedge’s flanks have contracted to form a circle, with the younger members protecting our back. I find myself on the left side of the formation, towards the edge. My task is to fend off the spikes and slay the closest foes. I know this in my essence. It is the proper way.

We move south in a slaughter without end. They come. I kill them. I knock spines from the air. More come and I kill them too. Rose’s thorns and edge devastate those that dare approach. John smashes the larger specimens with methodical rage. Powerful spells from our casters clean entire columns. They do not stop coming, and we do not stop slaying. Sometimes, there is a scream of pain from one of us, and our numbers diminish.

Finally, there is a small lull on my flank as we approach the fortified promontory. An army of fishfolks has diverted part of their number, slaughtering the drones that had attempted to climb and flank the humans. Their hisses and tridents keep the drones at bay, though they stay close to the sea.

I hear a loud thump.

Our three most powerful fighters jump forward from their mounts. Martha, now the senior fighter, leads us to the right as the trio faces the Behemoth. It has grown once more, as smaller drones climb on it and fuse with it.

The cavalry group maneuvers around the titanic struggle. The Behemoth opens with an aura whistle that flattens the ground before it. Nirari pushes it off with his own aura, the clash between the two turning straight lines curved and tortured. Constantine bombards it with spells that leave bleeding, fuming craters behind. It answers by opening strange rifts and growing very thick plates. The rifts swallow the spells as if they had never existed while the thick plates resist the sharp attacks. Constantine retaliates by manifesting translucent chains that disperse the rifts like a fan blowing smoke away. The bone plates thicken more. I finally spot Jarek as he returns, having run back and forth to gain momentum.

He jumps.

“Magna…ARQA!”

The cyclopean gauntlets crash into the thing’s chest. Seismic waves send nearby drones sprawling while the creature’s entire torso shatters, great slabs of flesh falling to the ground. They close as more of the drones fuse their flesh with the construct. I feel it, somehow, a hollow will to live backed by nothing but cold automatism, like a decapitated beast walking a few steps more.

Then there is no more time, and I return my attention to the fight ahead. Our charge sweeps everything in front of us until the detonation of cannons stops. We are at the edge of the fortifications.

The ground is covered in a layer of drone bodies so thick that I cannot spot the earth beneath. A veritable mount of bodies blocks access to the humans beyond, though a few drones still climb them. They are shot down as soon as they reach the top.

“On foot now, form a line and cover the humans.”

We obey and our Nightmares form a herd behind us before riding south and leaving us to our task. They crash through the few drones there and disappear in a thicket. The nearby forests grow darker and stay darker. The fabric is thin here, thinner than usual. I call upon a bolt, and it forms effortlessly.

“Cut them down!”

We follow Martha’s voice and stand our ground. The drones are endless and we kill them endlessly, stepping on the corpses of their brethren as the mountain of the dead grows ever higher. I lose myself in the rhythm. Slash, cast, deflect. Cover Melusine when she casts a more complex spell, and John when he advances to crush a larger beast. They, in turn, help and cover their neighbors. It is a dance as old as time, one where a single mistake can cost dearly. Sometimes, someone fails, but the rest picks up the slack. I will not fall here. ONCE MORE. Cut. ONCE MORE. Cast. Every new enemy slain by Rose adds to my essence until I feel it BUBBLING WITH…Oh no.

Thorny roots explode out from under piles of corpses to grab and lacerate drones. I feel my essence deplete like a pierced balloon.

And then a pair of claws grabs my neck, and the essence simmers down.

“You are not quite there yet, child,” Martha says with a little condescension. Then she bellows another order.

“Hold the line! Mages, with me! You too, Ariane.”

The command falls to Adam, one of the Roland twins, who contracts the line again as a dozen Masters and a Lord detach from the group. We rush over the fortifications, ending nose to nose with a thick line of surprised defenders. By the Watcher, they are grimy.

“We are friendlies,” Martha assures.

The men and women’s eyes land on our blood-soaked gear and intimidating weapons.

“We really are. Let us through.”

She pushes with a bit of Charm, and their tired psyches accept her gentle touch. They part, and we climb through ditches, trenches, and passages. It looks like more of the defenders made it through than I had feared. I even spot a few Gabrielites mingling with soldiers from other groups. Our path leads us up, where many wounded are attended by tireless White Cabal healers under the direction of Sola, the albino mage. We find most of the archmages in a half-circle around a lone tree. I notice that they are all wounded. Carmela, the blonde fencer who is no longer scared of werewolves, even holds the stump of her right hand. I move away from my group to see what this is about.

Frost sits against the trunk with a slightly annoyed expression. His eyes are closed and his hands grasp a bottle of expensive brandy. He is also quite dead.

I address William, Hopkins’s shadowy heir apparent.

“Does it count?” I ask.

“Who knows with that old bastard?” he replies with a chuckle.

Martha calls me, and I leave. We follow a small path along the cliff outside of the abandoned village. I look down to see a dense formation of fish folk fighting with oversized tridents, spearing drones before they can reach the water. As I watch, a large wave covers the front ranks of the creatures and drags them towards the sea, where unaffected mermen butcher them. The second group of vampires and the werewolves are still cutting their path towards us in the distance. Their progress has slowed to a crawl.

“Come on, Ariane, do not dally. We must reactivate the beacon.”

I follow Martha and the other mages to a cliffside grotto, this one man-made. We find Constantine’s device inside. The mages in charge of its activation lie around with congealed blood marring their eyes and ears. One of them is dead.

“You can rest. We shall take over,” Martha says. One of the mortals nods and helps the weakest member of their team up.

I know what to do. Martha and I link hands, as do the others. We take our spots around the construct to chant. The beacon clunks back to life. Our essence pushes in, and we open our mouths. A low drone rings at the edge of my hearing.

We stay like this for hours, sharing the burden amongst ourselves. The beacon pulses against the Scourge Hive’s nefarious influence, disrupting it, preventing it from adapting efficiently. We hold against it until the waves of power lose strength, until it turns from a torrent to a trickle.

Finally, as dawn approaches, they fall silent. We deactivate the construct and return to the surface. The land around us is devoid of combat. Only the moans of the wounded remain.

The war is over.

We have won.


139: End of an Era 

Boston, vampire fortress, seven days after the Battle at Black Harbor

“...recommend that those so-called werewolves either be kept in reserves where their tendencies would not lead to bodily harm, or that they be culled entirely out of mercy. Only the Lord may bring an end to their suffering, but only we can ensure that they do not contaminate us.

The last segment of this report concerns creatures called ‘vampires’. For reasons that will soon become apparent, reliable information about vampires has proven extremely difficult to acquire. In fact, the committee would have relegated them to the domain of speculation, were it not for the compelling similarities in the testimonies we’ve collected on the elusive creatures. Witnesses, mage and mundane alike, all agree on several elements.

First, vampires look and sound like humans, and most agree that they possess an uncanny charisma that allows them to infiltrate every stratum of society. They spread their influence over their domain until every other supernatural group either leaves or falls under their spheres of influence. Mages, in particular, have mentioned ‘night-held towns’ as hostile cities where uninvited visitors disappear after dark.

This leads us to the notion of night. It is a universally-accepted fact that vampires dislike the rays of the sun, and that they may not even survive them. Vampires cannot enter a home without being invited—please note that this protection does not extend to public gathering places—cannot be present on sacred ground, and fear fire with a passion.

Those weaknesses do little to offset their incredible strengths. Depending on whom you ask, vampires move faster than the eye can see and display impossible feats of strength. One retired mercenary in particular, while deep in his drinks, admitted that he had seen a male specimen slaughter a whole squad of soldiers in the time it had taken him to raise his rifle. Others spoke of bodies savaged as if by grizzlies. Although fear and exaggeration may have inflated their reputation, vampires seem capable of amazing feats of physical prowess.

Despite their blatant weaknesses and arguably low numbers, we recommend that vampires become our main focus. Indeed, the lack of reliable information would indicate that they are the most dangerous, cohesive group. They may have already infiltrated the highest levels of the government. If we wish to safeguard the sanctity of our nation, it is imperative to uproot the most insidious supernatural elements before we can address the larger problems of mages, whose removal from society will require effort on a much wider scale…”

I place the report on my desk and look across the room at Sephare. The petite vampire daintily puts her cup down, taking her time in an affected fashion that sets my teeth on edge.

“It was inevitable. Revealing our influence was going to create a backlash,” she observes.

“And we all agreed that it was preferable to pierce the abscess now to limit the risk of a public opinion shift against us.”

“Yes. Of course. Still, the distrust of werewolves means that we will have to feed some of them to the government’s supernatural control body sooner or later. Their tolerance of us will only diminish as time goes on. The government is decided by election, and elections are carried by the masses, not the city elites. They will need their bloodbath.”

“Then I suppose that we must find them ferals soon.”

“Ariane.”

“If you are considering taking my werewolves, the answer is no.”

“Ariane, a sacrifice...”

“HSSSSS!”

Sephare opens her hand in a gesture of appeasement.

“Perhaps we can revisit this topic later.”

“There is nothing to revisit. Those under my protection will not be forced to surrender a loved one for the sake of pleasing backward bumpkins who will only want more. Lynching is a bloodsport, Sephare. People love bloodsport. They always have.”

“What we need now is time. Are you truly willing to die on that hill?”

“Someone is dying on that hill, Sephare. I am a Devourer. We keep our words in spirit. Do not go after my allies out of convenience when the country is filled with groups we would not mind seeing gone instead.”

“Hmmm. Perhaps you are correct, or perhaps you also need to learn how to bend.”

I half expected that. By helping to gather such a large army, I have become a problematic element within the Accords. The contrast between my official position as a minor actor and the influence I wield fills others with distrust. It does not matter that it was a one-off, with most factions agreeing to follow me out of necessity and as repayment for past favors. Our kind likes clear hierarchies, at least until the next major power play. Sephare is subtly suggesting that I allow myself to be ‘put down’. Roll on my back and offer my throats to pacify the mob. Clearly, she does not understand how Devourers think. I only bend if I have already lost.

“Submitting now will not erase our kin’s memories of Black Harbor.”

“It would help.”

“Not if it comes from me. I could not be genuine.”

She sighs. “Very well. Come, Constantine must be waiting for us.”

We stand up and leave Sephare’s busy office. Mortals rush past us as we cross the velvety corridors of the fortress’s brand-new wing, used exclusively for matters of governance. We walk out into the summer night and across a garden of roses, gathering a lot of attention as we go. The number of mortal attendants has increased dramatically in the past few years.

I greet Wilhelm the butler as we enter the main building, and we are let out into Constantine’s office by his silent bodyguards without issue. The Speaker invites us to sit with a gesture as he hurries to finish a message. When he is done, he takes the time to clear the space before him. I recognize this ritual as the precursor to a long speech. He will dedicate his entire mind to the exchange.

“Ariane, thank you for coming. We are forming a government.”

“Ah?”

I thought we already had one?

“Do not ‘ah’ me, young one. We are getting more and more involved with the affairs of the mundane world. The Accords will require a unified executive branch to direct our influence. Sephare and I have started to distribute the main roles and make sure that every alliance has their say. I have surrendered internal security and treasury to the southern faction, for example.”

Taxes!

Arghhhhh.

“We were thinking about you for the office of supernatural relations, as part of the diplomatic branch under Sephare. You have already proven yourself quite capable at handling other groups. Would you be interested?”

I think about it for a good minute. “I have two conditions.”

“We are offering you an important government office and you have demands?” Constantine asks with a frown. I hiss softly in answer, though it is a faux-pas. The past ten days have been harrowing in many ways.

“Do not pretend that it will not be a garbage, thankless position. I can already imagine it. The mortals come to me with grievances and I am brushed off by my peers, then vampires demand that I force unruly allies to fall in line. I end up caught between a hammer and a hard place, despised by all. Please.”

Constantine turns contemplative. Of course it did not occur to him. He merely inspected a list of tasks to be done and matched a job description to each, not even considering how those could be abused and twisted. He is still enamored with systems, and dismissive of the people seeking to exploit them.

“Perhaps I should ask someone else if they want the position,” he tells me curtly.

“Then do so. I care not,” I reply, calling his bluff. I would rather have someone else place their hands in that absolute bear trap of a job.

Sephare smiles indulgently. “It would not hurt to hear these conditions. After all, we might even gain insight into the structural weaknesses of our little project.”

“Oh, very well. Do enlighten us, Ariane.”

“Right. First, I need the authority to enforce compliance and cooperation from my peers. If I tell a Warden to stop fighting and wait for Council-backed arbitration to solve their dispute instead of killing everyone, I need to be able to stop them by force if they simply ignore me. Similarly, if we decide to assist allies with defending themselves, I need the backing and assistance of our kin in combat. Otherwise, I would merely be a glorified messenger.”

“Compliance is a matter of internal security, while war is under the purview of Jarek. It would also go against my wish that every vampire remains the supreme authority within their territory. Hmmm. A difficult choice.”

“You will have to decide.”

“Indeed. You have raised a valid concern. I will rethink the position and come back to you, if that is agreeable. In the meanwhile, you had another condition?”

“Yes. I will be unavailable for the next decade. I am going to join the Knights.”

This must be the first time that I have seen true surprise on Constantine’s hawkish face. Even his aura flickers.

“You what?”

“I am losing control of my aura. Jimena believes that Knight training will help me reach the next step, or at least help me bring the situation under control. As you know, if I follow the training to its conclusion, I will be honor-bound to assist the Knights for at least ten years.”

“But…I was informed that such weakness was merely temporary…”

“Yes, and in the meantime I am terribly vulnerable. Unpredictable fluctuations in my magic leave my essence so depleted that I can barely run at a human speed. This is a recipe for disaster. I am leaving.”

“Ah, I see. I had not realized that the problem had become so dire. In that case, you may decide on a deputy while you are away. Melusine, perhaps?”

“She is too busy with managing our common wealth, and will be even busier when the war ends. Say, would you object to a Rosenthal?”

“Of course not. Ah, you mean one who still has loyalties to that crone?”

“Yes.”

“I see no objection, but remember that their behavior would be your responsibility. I will get back to you on the position I offered. But for now, the Council is about to start. Let us go.”
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Accords Council room, fifteen minutes later

“And as for our first order of the night, questions addressed to Ariane, Warden of Illinois. Warden, you have the floor. You may select who will ask the next question.”

I fully expected my peers to be on edge over the whole affair, and I was warned beforehand anyway. I have no issue confronting them.

I wave a hand to invite someone relatively neutral, the Warden of Maryland, to speak.

“Did you know or expect in any way that your sire would be present?”

“I had no idea that he would be present, no, nor did I cooperate with him beforehand. I have also not been in touch with him since. This is the truth. On my blood I so swear.”

The Warden nods to show assent and backs down. The next to speak is Vadim of the Vanheim, who alone can ride a Nightmare through their native dimension.

“Are the werewolves safely corralled, and will they become an issue in the future?”

“They have returned to my territory, yes.”

“And what are they doing?”

How would I know? Do they expect me to ride out every day and discuss their business over tea and crumpets?

“Digesting?”

Vadim raises an amused brow but does not press the matter. He and I are of a mind on my subjects, simply by being outsiders with very little link to our clans. The next person is the replacement for Yann, Warden of Virginia, the same whom Constantine slew in this very room. He is a recent Lord by the name of Benoit, who clearly opposes the faction I belong to. His strict demeanor has irked a few of us, but there is no denying his administrative skills. He is as good as the Speaker and considerably smoother. He looks like a dark-eyed private tutor elevated to raise a prince and who has been insufferable ever since.

“We are concerned about a group of notoriously unruly creatures left uncontrolled, especially in these troubled times. For the sake of all, you must allow us to supervise them, and implement whatever measure we deem necessary to guarantee peace.”

I wait in silence, until Benoit loses patience.

“Well?”

“I am still waiting for your question.”

“Will you,” he asks slowly, as if talking to a child, “or will you not work towards the common good by putting a muzzle on your dogs?”

“I will not. Next question?”

I see no point in engaging in a pointless exchange of barbs with one who may be more proficient at this art than I am. By being curt, I show dismissal more than weakness. All those present know that the way I handle my ‘constituents’ does not concern them. If they want to intervene, they will have to force a motion through the Council and break the tradition of letting Wardens handle their own affairs. It will not happen any time soon.

“Explain your contingency plan if Archmage Lewis suddenly decides to turn on us and sends the government on our trail.”

“I will hide and watch with amusement as his own Cabal tortures him to death. Next question?”

“You are not taking this seriously! Your childish behavior dishonors this noble assembly, Devourer.”

“I am granting your ‘questions’ the respect they deserve, Warden. I see that you are done. Next person, please.”

Naminata unexpectedly comes to my aid with a question on the state of the wounded soldiers taken to the White Cabal city of Avalon. Since they fought by my side, I made sure that they were treated fairly and healed by my allies. I even let them keep their expensive weapons. It always feels surreal when she acts so seriously.

In the end, Benoit suggests that I be removed from managing the relationship with the White Cabal on account of ‘gross negligence’, but the proposal finds little traction, even among my rivals. For once, Benoit has made a mistake. The arrangement with the White Cabal is with me personally, not with the current Warden of Illinois. As such, it is considered a private matter and is none of their business. The session soon turns to the future and its difficulties.

“This message we intercepted shows that the Office of Supernatural Affairs under Archmage Lewis’s control will not suffice. The veil we put over the mortals’ eyes will tear soon enough, and the public will turn on us as expected. Right now, our control over the news cycle has afforded us a period of grace, but it will not last. We need to prepare,” Adam of the Roland says. He is a more moderate member of the southern faction.

“I already expect our dear Sephare to take over the organ responsible for finding and killing us and imagine that it would be enough,” he continues.

I mask my reaction. I thought that too.

“Unfortunately, the rule of law is merely a distant concept in most of the country. We must prepare for pogroms and purges. I request the creation of a standing mercenary army.”

We look on, surprised. Adam usually advocates for less involvement with mortal affairs.

“Right now, the writ of habeas corpus has been temporarily suspended by the president. With so many soldiers everywhere, few will risk outright riots, and those will be quickly quelled. After it is done, however, the army will shrink. A lot of men will find themselves without employment. We must make use of this opportunity and take over cities where riots are the strongest. To protect peace, you understand.”

“You plan on turning chaos into opportunity?” Constantine asks, unexpectedly breaking his own rule by talking out of turn. Adam does not mind. In fact, the canny Lord is positively giddy.

“Precisely. Our dear mage allies are scattered, and their largest organization has a vested interest in our success. I propose that we go the Dvor route and take a more…direct approach to governance.”

“We are overstretched as it is.”

“We need not rule in person, merely direct our investments towards taking control of all important infrastructures in several regions, especially the South. If the war ends the way we expect it to, the South will need a significant financial boost to recover, one that we are in a position to offer. Grab the land and it will not matter for whom people vote, because the candidates will be provided by us.”

“I see.”

It makes a surprising amount of sense. We are already relatively protected from witch hunts by virtue of inborn paranoia. As long as we can keep to the shadows, we should be able to weather the coming troubles. It is the mages who will suffer the most, for they are fragmented and alone.

The moment the disguise falls, so will we.

But we have no choice. It is too late to hide in remote caves and faraway villages

“In the meanwhile, we should still start at the top…” Adam allows.
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Over the next few days, I finish compiling the reports from my allies on the Battle at Black Harbor.

We had casualties of over one thousand five hundred. A third of those are fatalities. The werewolves lost a dozen members and were almost all wounded. Eight vampires were destroyed, including three Masters. The fighters on foot had more casualties, even with the help of the Knight Squad. The White Cabal did not communicate their losses.

Despite our success, the cost in life will create a precedent. I have also used political capital accumulated over decades to gather such a force, and now we are even. It will take some time before I can gather such a force again. At the same time, the different groups have come to see me as a rallying figure, and it can only help my prospects.

Newspapers have milked our ‘great victory’ for all its worth. The extermination of the Hive is presented as a much-needed triumph, and convinced many who were on the fence about supernaturals in general. It will do little to sway the rest. If we want a bit more tranquility, we will have to be more direct.
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Washington, a week later. Perspective of John Fueller

Mr. Fueller had held many jobs in the past, but the one he was most famous for was bounty hunting. He had started with horse thieves and found out that he was really good at it. After that, he had gone after more dangerous targets, like highwaymen.

Then came the exotic.

Mr. Fueller was not a liar. He had told things as they had happened, nothing less, nothing more. Some people believed he was exaggerating. After the monsters came out, they had reflected and realized that he was uniquely qualified for a certain task. Just like that, Mr. Fueller had gone to Washington.

Now Mr. Fueller was Agent Fueller, and he was the first of his kind.

The door to the newly-made secret office opened after the third key turned into its lock. Fueller crossed the tiled floor of the lobby and greeted the guard, a dour man sitting all night long behind steel bars, loaded shotgun in hand. It was a small measure considering what they faced, but better some protection than none at all.

His steps led him up a flight of wooden stairs. The office was a grim and impersonal affair, as befit a task without glory and without end, for Fueller harbored no illusions. Even if one day, mankind got rid of its enemies, he would not be there to see it. And then it would probably turn on itself.

The agent came across a half-open door leading to their administrative office. Perlman was here, still, despite the hour.

“Sir?” the young man asked with a hint of German accent.

“It is quite late. You should head home.”

The young secretary blinked, then seemed to remember something. “Ah, yes, before I forget, your new recruits have gathered for a meeting.”

“Here?” Fueller asked with surprise, “Now?”

The man frowned. “Yes, it surprised me as well.”

Fueller grumbled and went a floor up, to the dining room converted into an improvised meeting space. His agents were competent men drawn from the ranks of the military, lone wolves who worked better by themselves most of the time but knew the importance of teamwork when taking down dangerous foes. Loners to find their mark, team players to take it down.

Soldiers, to do what must be done.

Fueller stopped outside to listen in, and worried. There was only silence.

He opened the door slowly, carefully, and saw Agent Russel staring vacantly at the ceiling. The man’s warm brown eyes met his, and Fueller went in, hand on his service weapon.

At the head of the table, where he would normally sit, was a woman drinking coffee. Wafts of an excellent blend traveled to him. She put her cup down with a click.

“What is the meaning of this?” he asked.

“Please, join us,” she replied with a light voice, the tone of a socialite politely inviting someone in.

Fueller did not hesitate. He took out his revolver and froze when a monstrous weight settled on his right shoulder. His revolver fell with a clatter, drifting across the varnished floor. It was the only noise in the room.

“I insist…” the woman finished.

Fueller’s gaze traveled up, from the massive mitt clamped on his shoulder to the mountain of a man to whom it belonged. The giant considered him with a complete lack of care and gave him a gentle push forward.

Fueller was forcefully awakened to a moment of great lucidity. Suddenly, his heart thundered in his chest and his lungs inflated like sails. This was it, a defining moment. He calculated his chances if he were to flee, or to struggle. He was a confident man and did not usually deceive himself.

His chances were not good.

With as much calm as he could muster, Fueller walked to the other end of the table, opposite the woman. The man behind her still stood at the entrance.

He had this strongman, reliable right-hand feel. The woman was different. She looked quite young and pretty in a provincial heiress sort of way, but there was something odd about her demeanor that bothered him. It took only a few moments to realize what it was. She was not moving. Like a statue, her poise and immobility were both perfect. Perfectly cold.

Inhuman.

“Oh, no…”

“Do you know why we are talking, Mr. Fueller? Why your agents still live, unharmed?” the woman asked, inspecting black nails.

“You call that unharmed?” he spat.

“I do. They will return to normal once I release them,” the woman asserted.

“I…You want something from us. To threaten us.”

“In a way.”

Her alabaster finger circled the edge of the cup. There was a dull sound, like the aftermath of a bell ringing.

“I believe that you are inevitable. Mankind has discovered the darkest recesses of the world, and you long to expunge its inhabitants. I do not begrudge you this desire. It is in our nature as well.”

“You are a vampire.”

She did not reply.

“You are the first of many. Even if I kill every last one of you tonight and hang your defiled bodies in front of the smoking remains of your lair, another two groups like yours will pop up in secret. They will have less competent members, but will take more precautions. It is a game of escalation that we are unwilling to play.”

Fueller felt it then, a glimmer of hope. “You are scared of us.”

“No, Mr. Fueller, we are not scared of you. There are simply more dangerous things than us hiding in the folds of history, and they require all our efforts.”

“What sort of things?” he asked.

She met his gaze for the first time. “Pray that you never find out. Now, for my proposal. The world is filled with enough parasites and nefarious idiots for you to have your hands full until the turn of the century and beyond. We will assist you in this endeavor by providing you with leads to genuine targets. In return, you will keep your attention away from us.”

“And if we do not?”

She smirked. “You will receive a warning. Then, you will be shown that the darkness is an ancient battleground, and that you are very new and inexperienced players. I do believe that I already provided an…adequate demonstration. If not, my friend here will gladly provide another.”

The giant man placed his hand over the head of the closest agent. The view made Fueller think of an egg in the hand of a cook. He swallowed with some difficulty.

“No need. You have made your point. I understand.”

“Do you? Well, I will be sure to send you some valuable reports then, and perhaps visit on occasion. Goodbye.”

The woman finished her cup and stood up. She disappeared.

The man disappeared as well. The other agents were staring at him, awake and alert.

“Everything fine there, boss? Are you ready to start the meeting?”

“Yes, yes. Of course,” he babbled.

The agent forced a smile, but it never reached his eyes. Sheer, animalistic terror seized his heart.

But Fueller had survived worse. He schooled his expression and made a short summary of recent happenings. The others could feel that something had spooked him, he knew, but he needed time. They all needed time. And a solution.

He had one.

After they were done, Fueller retreated back to his office and picked up a discarded file, one that he had dismissed as too troublesome. The words were uneven, as if scrawled by someone in a hurry.

On Gabrielites, it read.

[image: Shape  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

I spend the next month working tirelessly to stabilize my territory. All our efforts have only delayed the inevitable. Already, state legislations vote on measures to handle the supernatural population. The most popular is the Hawk Law, proposed by a representative from Tennessee. Mages are to be corralled and placed in special reservations ‘for the good of all’. The measure is advertised as a wartime necessity. We are forced to relax our control over newspapers or risk delegitimizing them in the eyes of the public. Across the country, lynching and trials abound. Burning at the stake comes back in fashion.

The trend hits our allies the hardest. All of the werewolves who can have moved north or to my territory, so that only the insane and the dangerous are left behind. For the mages, however, the situation is infinitely more complex. Most of them just try to live normal lives. Worse, many who have the ability to cast have not fully-manifested, and their abilities come out as quirks. As such, some unlucky people with uncanny skills are soon singled out, even if those skills are the result of mundane talents. The country is tearing itself apart.

Chaos also spreads across the Old World.

In the wake of our revelation, the belief in magic has traveled across Europe, leading to significant internal conflicts. Different cultures take different approaches to the resurgence of the supernatural, but the most common remains to create ghettos of casters, at best. We bear witness to a planet-wide witch hunt.

By comparison, we are hit much less due to our hermetic nature. All established vampires possess a buffer of mortals between the world and us, and we have experience working from the shadows. On my land, the noisiest troublemakers find themselves victims of accidents and kidnappings.

All is not bleak. Mage groups ally with each other to weather the coming storm, causing an explosion in the numbers of Red and White Cabal recruits. Lobbies form to oppose local laws, backed by powerful financial interests. Ours, obviously. Illinois Guns of Liberty exploits the mayhem to expand drastically.

And then, in July, things change.

High in spirit but poor in supplies, Lee decides to take the war north, hoping to achieve a decisive victory and turn the Confederate states into an independent nation. He leads his men across the Shenandoah Valley and meets Grant’s army at Gettysburg in a cataclysmic, three-day battle. Lee’s attack is relentless, while Grant remains on the defensive, biding his time.

On the third day, Lee makes a fatal mistake. He orders fifteen thousand men to charge the Union’s center. They are slaughtered. As he scrambles to shore up his defenses, Grant smells blood in the water. Eighty thousand federals now face fifty thousand exhausted rebels. Grant’s counterattack is immediate and merciless. Backed by the most powerful artillery battery ever gathered in the conflict, his troops charge west, cutting the army of northern Virginia in two. A daring cavalry assault under a certain general Sheridan (no relation) routs the northern half of the army.

Lee decides to withdraw his battered forces, but recent rains have swollen the Potomac River, and he is trapped, beset on all sides by furious attacks.

On July the fourth, after a four-hour artillery bombardment, Lee surrenders to Grant. His army is shattered, and only the debris of divisions manage to escape.

On the same day, the strategic town of Vicksburg falls into Union hands. In a day, the Confederacy receives two death blows.

The surge of patriotism that follows those much-advertised victories bolster Northern morale while the defeat consternates the South. Lee, the genius of Chancellorsville, offered his enemy the road to Richmond on a silver platter.

A few weeks later, the Confederate Army of Tennessee is also defeated.

Despite those efforts, the war does not end, and Grant orders an all-out assault with all Union armies pushing deep into the South. One of his generals, Sherman, cuts a scorching path to Savannah in only a few weeks. In November, the war is over.

In the wake of the end of the conflict, the Accords vampires change their focus. The fever of victory has lessened the burden on magical communities for a moment, giving everyone time to consolidate. The next battlefield will be political. In the meanwhile, we scramble to seize Southern assets, and I enter an extremely profitable business relationship with Adam of the Roland, a necessary measure. Indeed, with the war over, the demand for guns drops spectacularly, and so does my income. By helping southern Lords take and rebuild their industry, I somewhat offset the lost revenue.

Things are as calm as they will get, and I contact Jimena immediately. She will escort me through Europe and to the Knights’ stronghold. It is time for me to attend their training.


End of Book 7 
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The adventures and misadventures of Viviane, a French army medic transported into Nyil, a world of magic. With the help of her adopted baby dragon and a homicidal war golem, Viv must face many trials if she hopes to survive. Thankfully, the displaced socialite has many tools at her disposal from magic to friendship. Also, war crimes.

Perhaps Nyil was not ready for her after all.

Read it now!


Afterword 

Thanks for reading! As I mentioned, this story is a web serial and the conclusions might be less cut and dry than other, more traditional stories. If you want to read more, Royal Road hosts this story and many others. I also have a Patreon where the most recent chapters are published.

You already support me by reading this, but if you enjoyed the story, please consider leaving a review on Amazon as they are absolutely vital to Indie publishing.

I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. See you next time, if it pleases you.
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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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