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Disclaimer 


A Journey of Black and Red is a web serial published on Royal Road and Patreon under my other pen name, Mecanimus. I like to think that serials are to traditional books what series are to movies, though I might be biased. As a result, you should expect a slower pace. A Journey of Black and Red includes violence, racism, sexism, references to sexual violence, and slurs. It is meant for a mature audience.

This is a work of fiction.


Acknowledgments 


A book is a group project. I, the author, write down the scenes happening in my head, and then others gently help me make it readable with suggestions and corrections. It starts with helpful and dedicated beta readers. I would like to take a moment to thank them:

JP Koenig, Selkie Myth, Ikelos, Meabhy, for always being there to provide constructive feedback. Readers on Patreon and Royal Road offer more suggestions and often find little discrepancies or continuity errors that might have escaped me. It is also their comments that allow me to fine tune scenes so they provide the expected experience. This fast feedback loop really helps me a lot as a web serial writer. I would struggle a lot more without them.

And now I’d like to thank you, the reader. I can only live from my passion because you decided to support me, so thank you so much, and I hope you enjoy the show!


The Story so far. 


After decades of efforts and bloodshed (mostly from her victims), Ariane has finally succeeded in un-life. She has a cozy vampire government job overseeing racial relations with pesky mages and tasty werewolves, a domain in Illinois, her own weapon manufacturing company… Things are looking up!

Her recent foray into Europe to serve with the Vampire Knights may have ended in disaster after one of their officers tried to murder her, but fortunately, she rose to the rank of Lady and can now return with her honor intact alongside her newly ascended sister Jimena.

Now it appears some daring insects were trying to take over her lands while she was away. The audacity!

It might be time to field test her new set of armor and remind everyone that she is a Devourer.


158. Cry Havoc 


I decide against leaving immediately and spend the rest of the night patrolling Marquette. I pay particular attention to auras and smells. Unfortunately, if there are any vampires around, they are being cautious. I do meet with some success while inspecting my personnel one by one and finding one under the thrall of an enemy. The influence appears as a light hue in the man’s aura. A summary inspection of his neck reveals two discreet bite marks.

I manage to control myself before I kill him on the spot. He is a victim of circumstances, not a traitor. Once the influence is removed he confesses with great fear that he was ordered to send all manners of financial and trade information to an address in Chicago. Truly, if Melusine has not betrayed me, those people have some gall. I let him go and complete my purge the next afternoon just as Phineas arrives.

The Lancaster warrior dives into charts and legal documents with a Rosenthal-like delectation, peeling the truth wherever it may be. With him on our side, it will not be long before hostile fundings are tracked to their sources. Already, a few ‘persons of interest’ in Marquette are set to receive some pointed questions in the near future. I leave Phineas to his intellectual hunt and grab my armor.

Oh yes, I see no point in holding back now. Besides, the werewolves appreciate true strength. I wait for nightfall and slip out of the compound to an empty warehouse at the very edge of the city, near the road to Moonside. I call Metis and the old girl gallops excitedly by my side. She, too, can smell a good bloodshed coming.

“Now the real question is, can you carry me while I wear that.”

This is a valid point. Metis is a powerful, fast warhorse, not a Percheron. I wonder if she can accommodate me.

No sooner have I asked that she neighs and flips her head with great agitation. As I stand there like an idiot, she turns on herself and lightly kicks me. I block and complain.

“Metis, what is the meaning of… Ow!”

She is gone.

I stand there dejected for five minutes, until I hear hooves and she returns wearing her barding.

I will never understand how she puts it on.

This is the barding Loth made years ago from light metal and alligator hide, she looks absolutely regal in it. I smile at her confidence and place a hand on her flank. She bolts away.

“Come on, Metis, it was a genuine concern!”

A proud neigh. She snorts and turns her head away.

“I mean, I never doubted that you could carry me!” I lie, “I was just concerned that you might find the armor cold and uncomfortable.”

Considering that it would freeze a mortal solid on contact, my worries are genuine. Well, they would be if I were being truthful.

Metis casts a dubious, red glance at me and shows some teeth. I apologize respectfully, call her the queen of destriers and the best pony on earth and elsewhere until she finally deigns to let me climb on her back, then we are off at breakneck speed.

I think she wants to make a point so I go with the flow and let her race through the plains of Illinois. It occurs to me that if we hit someone right now, they might as well be standing on a train track with a meat grinder hanging in front of their face. No such accidents happen. We arrive at Moonside shortly after. I ask Metis to slow down, reign in my aura, and remove my helmet. No need to appear too hostile in those trying times.

It makes little difference to the two sentries hiding in the bush by the village’s entrance. I hear soft curses when I arrive like a nightmare (haha) and stop next to their hiding spot. Branches wilt overhead while a puddle whitens with spiderweb lines of frost. I breathe in the scent of wolves, of their fear, of harvested fields. A tension hangs in the air, not just because of my presence, but because of a general feeling of unease. Werewolves are meant to be predators, just like us but less competently. It grates me to see them so vigilant because it implies weakness. I cannot abide that in one of my faithful minions.

“You lot. Tell Jeffrey that Ariane has returned,” I tell the bush and the men behind. Nothing stops except their breath. A bit late for that, gentlemen. Besides, you two reek of sweat.

“Metis can always use more ears. Do not make me repeat myself.”

That does it. Whether the familiar name or the familiar threat jostles them into action, it matters not. They race to the center of the village to fetch their leader. I dismount and walk to the wooden board on which the village proudly announces itself. I always found ‘Moonside’ to be quite tacky, yet I believe I understand it now. Jeffrey always wanted a haven where his folk could be wholly and publicly themselves. And since the place is out there in the boonies, they normally can. Something must have changed recently because as I look at the many thatched roofs and fields, I find something missing.

Namely, a lot of naked people. Werewolves will not clothe themselves unless compelled.

I only have to wait a minute before a group comes running. Jeffrey jogs down the road, followed by two columns of fighters. I raise a brow when I notice that they wear leather dusters but no shirts. The women in their midst wear horizontal bands to cover their breasts, but leave their stomachs and cleavage shamelessly exposed. Ah, werewolves and dressing codes. I should not complain. At least they covered their genitals.

Jeffrey slows down at a respectful distance and gives me a devious smile that does not reach his eyes. He is quite dashing with his rugged good look and corded muscles. It helps that he approaches Jarek in height, if not in size. Although his roguish facade has not changed, I can see calculation running behind his keen brown eyes. Recent events must have tried his patience.

“Good evening to you, Jeffrey,” I greet pleasantly, “I heard that you have a pest problem.”

“Aaaah, bosswoman! You have returned to us in our hour of upset, just as I said you might. Didn’t I June?”

He elbows the lithe blonde woman by his side. She rolls her eyes dramatically.

“I said to her, I said, that’s a bosswoman problem for sure. No way the usual bounty hunters would bother with smart stuff when they think silver is enough, no! Not like that Hendricks fellow who just rode into town asking about large beasts in spring, remember? That guy was dafter than a headless goose, he was.”

“Jeffrey…”

“Right! We do have a pest problem, and those pests are quite pesky if you catch my meaning. Because they’re a pain in my backside. See, they know exactly who we are. All of us.”

I think I know what he means. Very few people are aware of a werewolf community thanks to my efforts. Of course, there are rumors of large creatures in the woods of the region but so far all those who visited Moonside wrongly assumed that werewolves were hiding within the populace. By the time they realized that their quarry was neither hiding nor ‘in’ the populace, it was too late.

“Do they use specific methods?”

“Yes. It all started two months ago.”

As Jeffrey speaks, his demeanor changes. The affable persona he usually dons like a cloak fades away to reveal the cunning leader underneath. It pains me to admit that I was one of the first to be fooled, when I unwittingly allowed him to bring a whole pack to my lands.

“First we lost a patrol, but said patrol was composed of two very aggressive young men and they are the most likely to leave. Unfortunately, we found a body in a far field a few days later. He had been killed by silver bullets at a long range. Tracking them to their source was made impossible because the culprits used vast amounts of mint oil to saturate the place. Everyone got a headache, including yours truly. It happened two more times.”

“Culprits? Plural?”

“Yes. The bodies we found showed signs of multiple bullet wounds. We suspect that the attackers shoot a volley to prevent their victim from escaping and potentially recovering once the bullets are removed. I personally led a tracking party to all the surrounding camps and valleys around the place but we never found more than traces of their passage. And that damn stench.”

He sniffs.

“God I can smell it in my nightmares. Do you know that I used to enjoy mint tea? Jesus. In any case, we have had trouble tracking them because the entire west part of the village stinks to high heaven.”

“I see.”

I consider the situation for a while. I have several tools that do not rely too much on smell and a powerful scent is not as debilitating to me as it is to the wolves.

“When was the latest attack?” I ask.

“Two days ago, by the edge of Zeller’s field. They tried to shoot at a patrol but failed, then legged it with horses after dispersing a full vial of their horrible oil.”

“Can you lead me there?’

“Of course, right this way.”

I leave Metis behind to follow Jeffrey on foot. The squad closes in behind us, showing a surprising amount of discipline for their kind. They match my walking speed. I do not jog in full plate. I either stomp or I sprint, none of that infantry routine thank you very much.

“I put rules and protocols in place to avoid further deaths,” he tells me. “There are large patrols moving around the surroundings in irregular patterns, a curfew, and we have set traps in some places. We even killed two of their horses that way. But it can’t last.”

I feel Jeffrey’s gaze on me and turn to meet it. He flinches.

“Damn it’s cold tonight. Anyway, we cannot stay cloistered for long. We are already pushing ourselves to live a normal life.”

“I understand, Jeffrey. Do not worry. You are one of mine.”

“I appreciate the help. I…”

He snarls. Ghastly, giant fangs grow in his mouth, eerily disturbing on his still-human face.

“I only wishhhh to find a throat to rip mysshhelf.”

I deploy my essence around in a way that only he can feel. The polar wave forces his jaw to go slack. I have no time for this.

“The night is young,” I tell him, not unkindly.

“Yes. And full of surprises.”

[image: Shape  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

Zeller’s field sits at the edge of the village, nestled between two stretches of forest. Only a few tracks of blood and the lingering scent of peppermint reveal that the locale is more than just a boring field. I place my helmet back on my head and take down the mask. It has a function that blocks noxious gas and I use it now. Even without breathing, the aggressive aroma would still be distracting.

“Stay here.”

The werewolves do not protest. Some of them even pinch their noses in distress. I walk to the epicenter of the herbal explosion to search for traces of an intruder. I find it easily: someone smashed a bottle of oil against a tree.

With their bare hands.

The darkened piece of glass showing a dark set of fingerprints speaks for itself. Whoever used it was careless and in a hurry. They are making it almost too easy. I use the glyphs embedded in the armor’s powerful gauntlet to cast a tracking spell. Unfortunately, it returns no result. The enemies are too far, and the construct is too amateurish. I am not giving up yet.

There are only two possibilities. Either the attackers ride from a distant base every time, or they have a base nearby that the wolves have been unable to find. Both options have their own risks but I would lean towards a local base since one of the attacks occurred a few days after the other. As for the base escaping detection, well, Illinois is vast and recently quite minty.

My inspection done, I grab the shard and leave the forest, finding the group alert and away. They collectively take a step back when I arrive, until I force the shard into a piece of tissue and down my glove.

“They are too far for my spell to pick up but I suggest that we ride a mile out and try to catch their trail.”

“It has been two days, it would be faded by now.”

“Not necessarily. One of them hurt his hand on the bottle he threw. Which means that some of the scent may linger.”

“Maybe. Let’s try it.”

I call Metis who arrives from the forest to our left, this time. Her space shenanigans send the werewolves in a tizzy, or so I think until I catch a whispered sentence.

“It’s her! The ear-snatcher.”

Metis is now Moonside’s boogeyman. Or boogeyhorse? Bah, it matters not so long as she gets her well-deserved infamy. We ride out through a thick ring of trees and out onto more empty fields. Once we are far enough, I have them fan out and we ride in a curve that follows the edge of the village. Eventually, I pick a powerful perfume on the wind.

“That way,” June says. Jeffrey’s blonde beta points to a lone tree standing proudly on the side of a dirt road. We find our first hint discarded on the floor: a leather glove of average quality with two fingers torn and dark specks of blood. A good half of the fabric is saturated with blood. Discarded bandages litter the sparse grass.

“They must have made a halt there to stop the bleeding,” Jeffrey comments with his sleeve held over his nose.

I do not comment.

It would have been easy to find the tracks left by our foes. A simple organized search would have revealed those clues within an hour, yet Jeffrey could not manage that because… in the end, he is limited by his nature. The werewolf curse was of human making while ours is divine. They failed to sniff down their quarry and thus… gave up. Whoever sent those men must be familiar with the nature of my allies, their flaws and their struggles. They accounted for those, but they did not account for me.

I do not need the werewolves to be perfect. I merely ask for their loyalty. They have proven it before when I brought them to bear against the Scourge Hive. I have not forgotten, and I have the skills they lack.

The glove proves a much more powerful focus than the shard was. I believe that some items, especially those charged with meaning, possess more inherent trace than other more mundane ones, another quirk of magic. A damaged garment soiled with the blood of an escaping criminal gives off much power, and the spell catches on to it.

“That way.”

We ride out, this time much faster. The pack behind me growls and snarls as they run, still wearing their human forms. We make good time and I once again marvel at my companions’ seemingly unending stamina. Their auras merge into a large cohesive whole that smells of hunt, but also of heat and flesh, which I cannot quite grasp. I still enjoy the presence of this great roiling mass that the pack has become. Each individual helps the other calm the curse, direct it, become part of a greater whole. Even their smell and nudity fade in my mind while I enjoy the experience.

It certainly helps that I am upwind and do not have to see them.

The plains of Illinois move past us, flat expanses of grass decorated with small copses of trees. The hills roll up and down under an immense sky. There are no trails here, and no farmsteads.

For a while, we just move with determination. All hunts must come to an end, however, and I slow down on the edge of an empty field. A heavy log marks its boundaries. Someone carved the initials ‘JP’ on its surface with a sharp knife.

“This is the Patterson estate. We have an understanding with Joseph, the patriarch,” Jeffrey says. “We stay off his land and he doesn’t bother us.”

“Not tonight. The trail leads on.”

He looks uncomfortable.

“The owner of this glove is close,” I continue, “very close.”

Jeffrey frowns. Just like me, he cannot easily go back on agreements.

“We are demanding explanations, not trespassing to steal his milk and bark at his cow, Jeffrey.”

“Lead on.”

Whoever lives here believed in being self-sufficient, though it must have changed recently. I dismount and we walk through the field and over a small incline to a compound surrounded by a relatively sturdy palisade, with a fresh coat of paint. Jeffrey’s bubbling aura betrays his suspicion. This must be a recent addition to the farmstead.

A locked double gate bars our way. I place my hand against it and push. Wood groans and cracks. A chain snaps.

We walk in.

This is it. Three buildings now stand in our path. A slightly sagging one that shows signs of age, a well-built barn, and a larger, newer house with an attic.

A man peeks from an upper floor shutter and ducks back with a soft swear. I can hear eight heartbeats from the newer house and seven from the older one. I can smell horses in the barn. A light smell of gun oil mixes with that of grain, beast, dust, and peppermint. More than that, the Dvor instincts in me scream their outrage. Someone harbored the enemy. Someone who had no cause to go after me.

The aura of the werewolves shifts too. Someone whispers about Joseph Patterson never having horses before. More mutter about the horrendous smell. Furious outrage flares among the pack.

“Not yet, Jeffrey. I need answers first. Then you can have them.”

“Please… Hurry.”

The pack tenses. They instinctively spread out behind. This is the ambush part of the attack.

Now for the theatrics.

“Mistral.”

A frigid wind carries the armor’s glacial aura forward. A lantern flickers. Frost crawls on the glass of a single window while, behind, the horses whinny softly. They caught my scent.

“Come out.”

A scramble in the house. Someone moves the nearest shutter with a laughable attempt at stealth. I turn my gaze upon the mortal, and my helmet swivels ominously.

“Do not make me repeat myself.”

“We don’t want anything to do with you! Go away, this is private property!” the person bleats.

A man, rather old. Joseph Patterson, I’d wager. The attackers in the second house slip weapon barrels through the windows. Cute. Ultimately useless.

“I will not leave without answers, and you will not like me asking questions. Neither will your family.”

A sigh. Footsteps, interrupted by frantic whispers. They stop when a revolver clicks and a grown man utters a threat. Interesting. It appears that one of the hunters does not trust his host.

A part of me decides that the objective here is to retrieve the leader and any documents they may have. Another enjoys the prelude of threats and banter that comes before the inevitable violence. The last part revels at my newfound power. I know where everyone is. I know what they can do, which is very little. I smell the acrid perfume of their fear. I stand there while the patriarch glances fearfully outside with the full knowledge that I am exactly where I am meant to be and there is no force inside of my territory that can challenge that. I let my arrogance radiate.

The door opens. A fearful man peers at me from behind the futile barrier of nailed planks. He hesitates before standing on the threshold. The cross on full display on his chest shines a nice blue. I recognize the old promise of ash and retribution, much more potent than it used to be. It feels so nice to be recognized for one’s own achievements.

“I know what you are, vampire.”

“I keep hearing this as if it made any difference. I shall cut to the chase. Quiet.”

I raise a finger and block the sound of our conversation from those still inside. Another spell and I see the interior clearly through the wall. I count a scared woman with a ruddy face, four children, and a nervous man with a beard holding the muzzle of his colt against the youngest kid.

“You will invite me in and I will spare your family, or I will tear you apart and let the one you pray to sort them out.”

“You cannot go in.”

“They can,” I add with a smile. The old man looks behind me and blanches.

“It is finished, Patterson. Make your choice. You have until your guest loses his nerves to make your decision.”

“I can’t… They have us…”

“Oh, I can hear him breathe harder. Will he shoot your eldest first, or will it be your wife?”

“Damn you. Damn you! Come in...”

“Bolt.”

A ray of pure blood magic pierces the wall and lands squarely between the eyes of the hostage-taker, killing him on the spot. It drills through the back, until I hear a horse panic. A bit heavy-handed on this one. Ah, well.

“Much obliged.”

I turn and take a step towards the new house.

“Fire!” someone yells.

Bullets clang uselessly against the armor. I let them, because this is fun. Some miss and hit the ground instead despite my proximity. Those idiots waste much silver! Do they not know the price of an ounce? Bloody wastrels.

“Shred.”

The front of the house explodes in a hail of shards. Eight men scream. One, who was hit in the eye, is quite vocal. I take a small jump towards the attic and smash through the few planks still attached. The floor groans under my weight. This is what I had been looking for. I calmly make my way through a writing desk where some correspondence awaits.

My slow pace surprises the three men present so much that they forget to shoot. The oldest finally recovers his spirits just as I place those documents in a ratty leather bag.

“Monster! Die!”

He empties a revolver on my back. The bullets ping pointlessly against Loth’s impenetrable aegis.

“Warriors should face their own deaths with dignity, do you not agree?” I ask.

Click. Click. Click. His eyes meet mine. He does not wear a cross. I slap his meager defenses aside and seize his mind in an iron vice. Lots of guilt here, tempered by alcohol and rage. We will have time to be more intimately acquainted later.

“Sleep.”

With a prisoner and his papers under an arm, I jump down just as the door to the attic bursts open. A man clamors after me while I leave.

“This isn’t over.”

“Indeed not.”

The werewolves have waited far too long for this moment.

“Ladies and gentlemen, they are all yours. Do enjoy yourselves,” I tell them.

Growls and snarls answer. Hybrid forms surge after defenders who apparently forgot to reload and the bloodshed begins. Jeffrey stayed back. His interest is still on Patterson.

“Why? We always left you alone.”

“You… ain’t natural.”

I am surprised at the hurt in Jeffrey’s eyes. Oh, his policy towards human neighbors might change in the near future.

“Ah, but it is not just faith that motivated you, is it?”

I grab for my prisoner and realize that he is frozen solid. Ah, oops? I may have forgotten about the armor’s effect. I drop the corpse, which unfortunately breaks, and pick up a note instead.

“A receipt for payment of seven dollars per week of rent to a Mr. Joseph Patterson.”

“You fucking sellout…”

“Quite a princely sum for such a hovel. Now, as promised, your family gets to live. You have fifteen minutes to pile on whatever you owe on the nearest cart. I will even consent to you keeping one of the horses.”

The old man pales even more, something that I thought impossible.

“But… you can’t”

I do not speak. Sharp claws dug into a support beam somewhere behind me. The man lets out a short yelp while I hear a snarl.

“Or you could keep wasting time…” I suggest.

They rush, a pathetic scramble to carry your entire life in a few minutes. Patterson turns to us when their cart is filled. Behind, the rest of his family waits in a terrified huddle.

“They can go now.”

He blinks.

“They? Agh!”

The claws of my right hand dig in his shoulders. I bring him to his knees.

“I said that your family may leave. You may not.”

“Nooo!” the tallest boy screams, but the others hold him back. Ah, yes, I can see the anger in his eyes. The fury. I could act on it, since he is almost old enough. Instead, I lean forward and smile.

“You can try to get me when you are old enough. Just remember not to miss your first shot, because I never do. On your way now, or I will consider that you declined my more than generous offer.”

They leave. I drink Patterson dry. By the time he dies, the werewolves have cleaned themselves.

“Someone please set the horses free,” I request.

While Jeffrey sends a minion, I grab the flickering lantern and smash it against the dry roof. I repeat the maneuver three times, one for each building until the entire farm is ablaze. I use the provided light to take another document from the list, this one a map. The hunters were truly careless. Perhaps they underestimated the werewolves’ intellect, or perhaps they expected to have the time to destroy incriminating documents if they were spotted. It matters little. I give it to Jeffrey, who dutifully inspects it. His eyes still shine with a deep resentment and his usual demeanor is gone, at least for now.

“What is this?”

“A list of safe houses and supply caches. I must deal with the main threat. You handle the raiders. Find the bases. Kill everyone. Burn everything.”

Ah, it is good to be home.
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Phineas finds me the next afternoon, back in Marquette, with the pride of a man who just resolved a particularly complex problem.

“Our opponents have proven quite canny. All the return addresses have turned out to be drop points. I checked on the map of Chicago you currently have. They correspond to law offices and boxes. It would have been a dead end, except that several of the shipments requested and transferred by our mysterious foes are leather goods. Gloves, belts, soles to replace equipment damaged in operation and sourced here quickly.”

“They bought their own supplies?”

“Whoever designed this operation clearly has a good knowledge of tactics but their understanding of strategy and supply chain in particular remains quite lacking. There are several traces of such mishap in the documents I found. The important point, however, is that there is only one cheap and reliable source of leather goods in Illinois.”

“The local tannery. I funded the purchase of sewing machines myself.”

“Indeed, and the founder’s grandson holds you in high esteem. The goods were delivered to a warehouse block in Chicago. I have the address.”

“You think that our mysterious adversaries might be hiding there?”

“Payment was made there and a receipt was issued, with reference to an account at the Chicago Trade Bank. This implies the presence of a support staff. Where the support staff is, you will find answers. This is the best lead I can get without being on site.”

“How serendipitous because I am done here. Prepare your luggage. The time has come to nail the problem at the source.”


159. Autumn Cleaning 


We leave Marquette the next night in complete secrecy. Phineas has received a gift from Constantine while I was away, a low-born Nightmare. This is, in reality, a thinly disguised show of support for our operation. I suspect that by now most Wardens know that Illinois is being contested anyway. I make sure to bring my armor and have personal effects sent by carriage. As for us, we will ride through the countryside in travel clothes. I did not have the time to find anything better than a chest protector for him and his Knight armor should not be worn.

“Is this really necessary?” Phineas asks, “Do they not know that you have returned?”

“Our enemies do not know where I am and what I am doing right now, and I intend to keep it that way. I want the element of surprise on our side.”

“You have burnt down a farm.”

“And among our enemies’ agents, I left no survivors. You would be surprised how easily one can achieve discretion when there is nobody left to observe.”

Phineas gives me a glare from the side as we rush past a small pond, grown smaller by a lack of rain.

“I have grown familiar with your methods and the underlying philosophy.”

“And it is such a good one too. You are welcome,” I finish with a smile. Truly, it should be common sense. I would have killed the family too but it would have gone against my code.

“What do you plan to do once we arrive?” Phineas asks, this time more seriously.

“We know very little about the situation. Our first priority is to reconvene with Melusine. She is a shrewd woman, and will no doubt have knowledge and strong opinions on everything. She usually does. Her help will prove decisive.”

“Should you not be the one who provides help? She is a city master.”

“And I am a War Lady as well as the Warden of this state.”

I realize that Phineas stopped me on a question of etiquette and amend my remark.

“Melusine would not be losing unless she is being heavily outclassed. We have already determined that the scale of the assault is at the level of the state, therefore the responsibility to repel it falls to me. Do not be concerned, Melusine and I have cooperated on several occasions with great success, despite her natural prickliness. I blame it on her English heritage.”

Phineas and I engage in a brief staring contest.

“How dreadful,” the Lancaster man retorts, “especially when compared to your French and American tendencies to start revolutions.”

Touché.

“The Watcher save me, there are two of them now,” I lament. We both smile and keep riding into the night.

It takes us a few hours to reach the outskirts of Chicago despite our speed, and I am amazed to find that the city has continued its explosive growth. Tatty wooden houses and shops sprawl explosively from the beating heart of the city, pulsing in time with the stock exchange and the innumerable train lines. It even smells a bit cleaner with the recent addition of an excellent sewer system. I just find it slightly disappointing that the sewage would spill in the city’s freshwater source but what can I say? I am no civil engineer.

We ride through deserted alleys on our way to Melusine’s compound. I have to admit that the poverty and squalor are not as dreadful as I had feared. Melusine always said that many of her more influential citizens promoted clean living and that she would support their impetus. We even come across a natural park, a surprisingly fancy addition to an otherwise poor district. I have Phineas dismount shortly before we approach Melusine’s compound in case there are hostile sentries and we take to the roofs, or at least I try to before I realize a bit of a conundrum. There are no wooden roofs in all of Chicago that can support a vampire carrying five hundred pounds of eternal ice battle armor on her back. I am reminded of that fact and hope that the cost of repair will not prove too taxing for that innocent family.

I also discover that accidentally and forcefully entering someone’s home uninvited feels terrible and disturbing. I was essentially shoved out.

“Nevermind, you stay up and scout for the both of us. I will walk. Contain your aura as much as you can.”

A click of the tongue to mark his acknowledgment and we are on our way. Melusine has set her base next to meat-packing factories, and while the smell is not the most pleasant, the lack of late night entertainment allows us to easily spot groups of individuals with questionable motives. We avoid them and find our destination guarded and fortified, an immense relief. I dreaded the unlikely possibility that Chicago had been entirely taken over. If we have a base, then we have a chance.

I signal Phineas. We move through the shadows, then circle the main entrance. A tall, protective stone wall encircles the brick buildings my ally made her seat of power. I glance up to see a subtle line of enchantments surrounding the entire perimeter. The hint of fire in the methodical work reminds me of Melusine herself. She must have spent some time setting it up.

“We should get in,” I suggest. I jump and allow the alarm to trigger. Phineas lands by my side shortly after.

We have arrived in a small courtyard. The windows leading to the two-storied building in front of us are all boarded cleanly. It takes less than thirty seconds for three familiar auras to arrive. Melusine lands first, tense under an armored dress I made for her. To my dismay, it looks damaged. John and Urchin follow in similarly patched-up gear. My joy at seeing them again withers at the pain I notice, and the palpable relief when they recognize me. All of them show clear, distinct physical signs of mental exhaustion, a shocking display for us. It makes me angry. This unprovoked attack will be punished. I will make sure of it.

“Ariane. I dared not hope. It really is you, but, your aura? I cannot feel it.”

“It would be better if we two kept a low profile at first. Everyone, meet Phineas of the Lancaster. Phineas, those are Melusine of the Lancaster, Urchin of the Vanheim and Doe of the Natalis, by order of seniority.”

“A pleasure. It is good to finally see you again after hearing so much,” Phineas smoothly greets.

“Only good things, I hope?” Melusine asks with a hint of her old abrasive self.

“Naturally. Gentlemen, an honor.”

“Likewise,” Urchin greets as he spins his silver dollar. John merely nods, then our eyes meet and he lowers his in shame.

It makes me distinctly uncomfortable.

“We should talk more in a more secluded place. There is much to do,” I say.

“Yes, indeed. Yes. Congratulations on recruiting someone normal, Ariane. Everyone, follow me please,” Melusine declares.

What is that supposed to mean? Pah. We move between densely-woven defensive enchantments and sturdy bricks then to a fortified door. Guards on the outside are few and grouped, a sign that Melusine expects a vampire attack. Isolated sentries are of no use against vampires. Worse, being picked off tends to affect morale adversely. Those few we come across share the fatigue and stress I detected in my allies. This is a siege and it has lasted for far too long.

Finally, we climb sets of stairs to an elegantly decorated boudoir. The understated luxury belies the base’s rough exterior. I wait for Melusine’s invitation to sit on the nearest couch, a courtesy that she acknowledges with a minute smile.

“Before we begin,” she says, “may I ask if you are back for good? We were informed that you had returned by Sephare, however…”

“Yes. My stay with the Knights has been cut short.”

Phineas makes a choking sound.

“By this, I mean that a member tried to assassinate me and we parted as a result. Violently. Under Jimena’s initiative, I might add.”

“Jimena?” Melusine exclaims. “Really?”

“Yes. Really. It is fine, however, I have my aura firmly under control.”

I show a bit of fang.

“Trust me.”

“Well that will be more than necessary, because we are facing a lord.”

I keep calm. I expected such an outcome, of course, but to hear it from Melusine herself confirms my belief that we are facing a coalition. Between the financial means and the presence of a lord, whoever is attacking us has invested a stupefying amount of resources for the sake of taking me down. I almost feel flattered.

“Please do elaborate.”

She sighs, and her shoulders slump. Melusine almost never loses her composure.

“We have been under attack for months. At first, those were just hostile financial moves, then our enemies escalated to physical attacks against supply convoys all masked under the guise of banditry. Even carrying goods by train could not stave them off. Wagons went missing. Entire shipments were sent somewhere else by mistake. Tracking down our enemy proved useless as most of their agents were disposable stooges hired by proxy or simply bitten. I was compelled to ask Sephare and Constantine for assistance.”

She stops then and passes a hand through her thick red hair. She searches my face, perhaps waiting for judgement, perhaps comfort. I signal her to continue. I cannot rest until I know.

“With their help, we managed to stabilize the most vulnerable ventures but I must warn you, we have to abandon the expansion west and some of our reconstruction projects.”

“Naturally. You were under attack,” I say.

Another nod.

“I am comforted that you would agree. With our assets in relative safety, I finally managed to follow the money trail out of state. More specifically, to the south. I could not send agents to investigate while we were under siege but there were enough hints to locate a base east of here, on the edge of the lake. Urchin and Doe joined me on a determined assault.”

She winces.

“We were soundly beaten. The attack started normally and we managed to disable two courtiers and wound a master. Then the lord arrived with reinforcements. He disabled all of us. A clean blow to the heart.”

“He was trained for war,” John says. “Like Jarek.”

“It is as he says. He knew how to fight and so did the others.”

“They had Roland aura, Mistress,” Urchin says. His silver dollar disappears somewhere and a knife replaces it.

Melusine huffs at the memory.

“Unfortunately we cannot prove anything. We woke up at the base with half of our standing forces decimated. I will be honest, I could have kept fighting but it was not worth it. I know when I am outclassed. The plan so far was to hire Natalis mercenaries from Jarek, discreetly. He has been reluctant to send them. He called it a show of weakness but what can I do against this aggression? We are weak, comparatively.”

“Not anymore. You have me now.”

“It will not be enough, unless you are suddenly a lady.”

“I am.”

“Then… Pardon me?”

“I am serious. I ascended. It is done.”

Melusine glares though I can feel hope bubbling in her carefully-controlled aura.

“You are going to be so insufferable.”

Oi.

“I shall permit you to bask in my illustriousness after we have triumphed,” I generously allow.

“I would rather bask in the morning sunlight. I… cannot feel it in your aura.”

“I am aiming to become nearly invisible. I suspect that several local lords have reached that level of aura control. Mine is still insufficient but I have had an excellent teacher. Enough of this, we must strike at our foes before they realize that I am here.”

“Are you fully confident that you can face a battle lord in combat?”

“Yes.”

“Then it would be best to defeat them before they go to ground. Unfortunately, they have since moved from the base we found. We will have to find them either in or around the city, and with that size…”

“Ah, this is where I come in!” Phineas says with a smile.

He picks a folded paper from his breast pocket, then places it on the coffee table between the five of us. It contains a summary map of the warehouse quarter along the shore of lake Michigan. Phineas briefly explains how he followed the paper trail to what seems to be the logistics heart of the opposition.

“It should be in this warehouse.”

“Yes, that makes perfect sense…” Melusine muses. “This place used to belong to a wizard cabal called the Dresden group. They and the other practitioners left following a citywide edict against magic.”

“Oh?” I exclaim with some surprise.

“Yes. Chicago is almost exclusively white and magic free, and therefore respectable enough for east coast citizens to move to. It cost me my detail of magicians but in the grand scheme of things, I deem that it was worth it. They would not have made a difference.”

I would think that she underestimates how resourceful a group of supported, trained mages can be. She should not. We sided with one when we escaped the Gabrielite trap all those years ago. She has forfeited safety for profit. Perhaps this is why our enemies wormed themselves in her city while only sniffing around mine. Nevertheless, she has brought us great wealth and will again, given the chance. It is only fair that I should protect our interests.

“Let us return to the subject at hand. The warehouse.”

“Yes. I had no interest in it when it was sold so I did not follow but it appears that it was acquired by our foes. The proximity to the shore means that they are well-positioned to receive shipments of supplies while only having to keep an eye on a few key streets.”

“Why would they only keep an eye on a few key streets?”

She stops.

“Hm, I suppose that we would be expected to approach by land? Since we already live there.”

“Then we shall approach by sea. Or lake, in this case.”

“Do you know how to operate a ship?” she asks with some surprise.

“We will not ride on a ship of the line, you dunce. Can you not row?”

“I will row,” John says with finality. Melusine’s aura reflects her true nature. She is pouting.

“This hardly counts as a plan.”

“We get a rowing boat, we sail along the shore to the warehouse and disembark. We identify which building or buildings host the vampires and attack them before they can plan a defense. We capture as many as we can and use their supply routes to wipe their organization from the land in one fell swoop.”

“What if the lord is out?”

“Then we capture his underlings. This is a key location. They will not leave it defenseless.”

“Their supply routes will surely be coded,” Urchin remarks.

“And I am confident that those in charge are scrumptious. I already had the wolves handle a few of the groups we found. We will handle the rest and use my security forces to mop up. It is time to send a message.”

Something shifts in the auras of those I call my friends. I realize that, until now, they had held little hope that the situation might be resolved. A siege of several months has a way to sap even the most stalwart defenders. I do not envy them.

“Very well. This is more a guideline than a plan, but with so many unknowns, anything too elaborate will be of no use anyway,” Melusine admits.

“What if they have two lords?” She continues after a moment of hesitation. I slap my hand against the coffee table just hard enough to receive a satisfactory reaction from the harried vampires. We do not like sudden movements and unexpected noises. This jolts them awake like a cold shower.

“Stop thinking about worst case scenarios. If they decide to violate the Accords that brazenly then there is nothing we can do. Plan for the likely, not the technically possible. We will go there and we will retake what is ours. First your city, then our state. They will rue the day they thought us weak, because we are rising vampires and there is no battlefield we cannot tread.”

For the first time tonight, Melusine gifts me with a genuine smile. Three knives appear in Urchin’s hands while John rolls his shoulders. They are ready.

“Go and take your best gear. We leave in ten minutes.”

Melusine and Urchin stand to leave, and so does Phineas when he realizes that John has stayed. The tall man has regained some of his countenance, and yet I detect an underlying frailty so unlike him that I do not know what to think.

“I have failed you, Miss Ari,” he says.

Ah, so this is what it is.

“Explain.”

“You tasked me with defending your territory. I could not.”

I nod to myself, but really this is just a show.

“In truth, I should be the one who apologizes.”

He frowns mightily after hearing such an outrageous claim. Good.

“If the leader gives her follower an impossible task, who is to blame when the follower cannot complete it?”

He tilts his massive head, considering.

“I could not know that we would be attacked by such a foe, and you could not have defeated them. Now I am back and you will be by my side when we teach them a lesson.”

“As it should be.”

“Good. You still have that maul I gave you?”

“Shiny as a new dollar, Miss Ari.”

“Go get it for when you need to make an entrance.”

With some privacy, I quickly change into my armor and we reconvene outside. They all inspect it in silence. Urchin even raises a hand, marveling at the coat of frost decorating his sleeve like a frilly ornament.

“Now I can believe it.”

“Show some patience and you will have proof,” I tell him before turning around.

We rush silently through the streets, dodging sentries until we arrive at the shore. It is a matter of moments to find an embarkation large enough to accommodate all of us, but when I alone am left on the dock, Melusine tsks.

“You are too heavy to join us.”

“Then I will not,” I reply, and step down.

The placid water freezes solid under my feet. I stand on the quickly spreading ice while an entire blanket forms around me. It is time for a nice, polar stroll.

“Follow, please, and let there be darkness.”
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Under the protective aegis of the spell, we progress quickly to the warehouse where our foes gather. The Fae spell hides aura as well as magic and vision. We move unimpeded in the relative darkness of the cloudy night like wraiths on the surface of the unmoving, fetid waters. The city might be working to clean itself but my friends row through its dirty bath water on our way to an equally dirty deed. In a way, tonight links back to my early years as a courtier. Cloaks and daggers have led to more cloaks and daggers, but this time, I hold the blade.

“We are here.”

Melusine’s whispers only reach me because the darkness spell likes me. It remains the first one I cast perfectly, and I feel a deep understanding of its nature. It will hide me until the time has come to forfeit stealth.

The warehouse complex stands on a more desolate part of the shore. It does not even have a proper pier, merely a few planks jutting forward so that midnight travelers can pass their cargo from hand to hand without wetting their feet. Crates and boxes pile up against a rickety wall but I can pierce through the illusion. Those are creaky things that will betray any attempt to climb them. The wall is high and sturdy. The only door has been reinforced with metal. There are no enchantments I can detect, however. We all gather next to it.

“There is a sentry farther up. He hasn’t noticed us,” Urchin whispers.

I saw him. He is remarkably vigilant for a stooge, but he is looking in the wrong direction. A quick spell and the door opens without a sound. Behind, we find a large courtyard with more crates and jars. There are three large buildings inside of the compound that I can see with one being little more than a barn used to store goods. I dismiss the second immediately because there are no lights there. The third is the right one.

“Enchantments. Defensive wards,” Melusine whispers. “And here I was afraid that we might not have the right place.”

“They would not place them on their walls. Too obvious and they still pretend to be hidden. Far sight.”

The spell opens a smooth window into the interior, showing a slightly distorted image of a serious man in black pants and shirt inspecting notes with a frown. I recognize a vampire from his immobility, though his aura is hard to perceive at this range. He, too, makes some effort to keep it under control.

“One of their masters. I do not know his name. He was masked last time but I would recognize that frown anywhere,” Melusine says. I nod and inspect the rest of the structure, not too worried about the being found out. This spell was specifically designed to go around wards. A careful inspection shows many mortals hard at work around an improvised office, I count another Master cleaning a sword as well as three Courtiers on the second floor currently busy getting ready for some unknown task. We caught them all, it seems.

The lord sits near the entrance to my right, brooding.

“He is the one who defeated us,” Melusine says.

“Alright, here is the plan. You four take the backdoor. When I give the signal, John breaks it and you come in to engage the downstairs Masters before they can regroup. I will attempt to disable one but be ready for anything. Once this is done, move up and catch the Courtiers. Disable them as you see fit. Try not to destroy the hearts and heads, normal wounds should suffice.”

“Understood,” Melusine says.

“Hold on,” Phineas says, “what is the signal?”

I glare reproachfully.

“You should know.”

“Yes,” Urchin adds, “the signal is always the same.”

I decide to explain a point I deem important.

“Please note that I do not mean it as a metaphor for the condition of women or young proactive vampires although it would be fitting, but sometimes, in life, you have to make your own doors. You can enter once I’ve made mine.”

“Oh I see.”

No he does not, but he will. I watch the four warriors walk stealthily to the left entrance. John lifts the maul. Time seems to slow down, heavier. Inside of the house, the lord blinks.

Good instincts, but it will not suffice. I sprint forward.

Despite my grace, the moving armor still produces a whisper of a noise. The lord jumps to his feet as the others look on with confusion. It does not matter. They are too late, because…

I. AM. HERE.

I hit bricks with my left pauldron and fully unleash my aura. The wall explodes inward in a shower of chunks and debris under my weight. Masonry flies and men scream. Dust fills the air just as my left gauntlet closes around the head of the nearest Master. I clench and pulp it like a ripe melon.

The door behind me shatters as well with the roar of a frustrated and rather pissed off Natalis.

The lord materializes a dueling sword. I let Rose grow from my hand.

“I FOUND YOU, LITTLE RATS. MAGNA ARQA!”

“Oh shit.” he says.

Ah.

Yes.

I can feel everything. My four allies crash through the demolished remains of the back entrance, dogpiling the remaining master. Thorny roots shred beams and tiles. They turn bricks to powder as if they were sand. I only manage to stop myself from destroying the desks as the first one sags from a missing leg.

This time, the area is considerably smaller and I can only control a handful of roots directly and yet there is no ruining the exhilarating sensation of utter liberation and power now filling me. I am exactly as I was meant to be, complete and free and fully myself. I can grow in strength later. Now is the time to enjoy the moment and this man LOOKS DELICIOUS.

He runs away.

Roland lord. Adrien. Adam’s twin and the more quiet of the pair ruling Kentucky. We had an agreement made at the beginning of the civil war. KILL HIM. CLAIM HIS ESSENCE.

“COME BACK, YOU COWARD.”

He only wears a beige ensemble that would not look out of place in a salon. They always wear beige with their stupid beige hair and light brown eyes. Like looking at a backstabbing monochrome. Pathetic.

Adrien jumps through a lone window in a shower of glass shards. I demolish the entire side of the house on my way out and cleave the legs of an unfortunate Courtier who had the misfortune of running down the nearby stairs when I pass him by. A hint of Roland power feeds me. Just an appetizer.

“Magna Arqa!”

Adrien melds into the shadows of the courtyard, his form insubstantial now. No matter. I rush forth and flay the ground with searching roots. I can still sense his presence within the sphere as roots track him even now. A hint of movement leads me to the door we left half-opened. I race after the fleeing lord and turn right out. A root catches his leg when he emerges from behind a crate that would be too small to hide a dog. Reality shenanigans! Two can play that game.

More roots burst through the ground and out of walls to join the others, tightening the hold over my surroundings. Adrien frees himself and only leaves a piece of fabric and a drop of blood in his mad dash to get away from me. I sprint after him. The armor slows me but I care not because who would stop me anyway? I turn the corner to a panicked sentry and regrettable lack of fleeing Roland. I swat the man’s mind like a fly.

“WHERE IS HE?”

Panicked eyes flick to a side alley. I stomp the ground like an unstoppable juggernaut and smile when I feel a presence in the corner, behind a discarded cart with a missing wheel. We are in my sphere. I have to struggle not to let my roots rip him to shreds.

I walk by and lean to the side.

Adrien’s soul blade grinds on my shoulder and bounces back. I angled it perfectly. I grab his wrist before he can retreat and snap it effortlessly. His handsome face is so close to mine that I can feel the small exhale of controlled agony drifting over my eyelashes. I pull him in and retract Rose but he melts again before I can bite down.

“I like it when you wriggle,” I tell the fleeing form while I race after it. He turns towards the shore. He comes to a stop in front of a small fishing cabin. I do not. I rotate and cast a fast mirage to duplicate the following horizontal strike. Adrien gifts me with delectable consternation before vanishing again. Arg. So frustrating! I hiss.

The cabin explodes in a torrent of shards. Adrien slips through the rain to a barrel and then, to my immense surprise, jumps into the water.

I watch him disappear under the dark waves. Calm returns to the surface a moment later.

That feckless ruffian.

I cannot follow. I will not follow. I would only turn into a livid ice cube, propelled by rage.

The water is filthy.

I roar once and let the Magna Arqa fade away. He escaped, the slippery bastard. No matter. I can testify of his presence and we should have enough prisoners to put his wardenship to an end. Amusingly, Melusine was entirely correct. There could have been two lords here, with his twin included.

I turn and realize that this is almost a recreation of that scene in Charleston I survived back in eighteen twelve. I had to run from a furious lord Suarez after a small incident of bank robbery, only to dive head first in Charleston’s tepid and filthy waters. How the tables have turned. I scrunch my nose under the face mask and thank the Watcher that I avoided an impromptu bath this time. Let another smell of pee! The curse has been lifted.

In a significantly better mood, I return to the abandoned base to find that we did indeed get all of our foes prisoner. Unfortunately, their base has collapsed. Only half of it still stands.

“What happened here?” I ask no one in particular.

“You, Ariane. You happened. We are lucky to have recovered so many of the documents, but the rest is lost under a significant amount of debris because of your heavy-handed approach!” Melusine spits with obvious frustration.

“Well excuuuuse me! Next time I shall leave you to beat the lord while I handle the housekeeping, yes?”

“At least my beatings do not extend to the architecture!”

“Really, little miss firebug? Really?”

“You are just as insufferable as I remember. Please let me know when you leave so I can tidy the city, your Hallowed Bumpkinness.”

“Next time I will bring explosives.”
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We bicker with pleasure while packing up. All in all, tonight was an auspicious haul. I was right to act fast. I decide to head back to Marquette where I can securely hold prisoners while I summon Constantine or one of his enforcers.
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The next day, Melusine presents me with a newspaper cut framed in elegant rosewood.

“Here, as a mark of my appreciation and to remember your timely assistance,” she tells me.

I frown and read in silence.

“The Chicago Tribune.

‘Panic by the shore!’

An unidentified lunatic terrorized the coast yesterday evening. At two in the morning, Chicagoans living near Menomee and Wisconsin streets were forced awake by the screams of a deranged individual of the female persuasion. Although many citizens opened their shutters to investigate the disturbance, the guilty harridan could not be found, leaving the inhabitants baffled and irritated.

‘Twas like a mountain lion in rut,’ Mrs. Culpepper reports to the Tribune. ‘If I wasn’t living in the city I would have sent my old Paul with a rifle and a prayer, I would!’

Since the harpy bellowing those horrendous screams could not be found—”
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I carefully lower the frame.

“Your doing, I suppose?”

“I have no notion about what you could possibly mean.”

“For the sake of the continued existence of our arrangement and your own continued existence, I shall leave this place. Please make sure to pull your own weight in something other than making bank, for once.”

“Ah, concerning this,” Melusine adds more seriously. “I would be grateful if you could leave Phineas with me to help with the investigation.”

I turn to Phineas who considers the offer with greedy eyes.

“Phineas is his own man. If he agrees…”

“It would be convenient, yes,” the man agrees a bit quickly. I bet a cotton bale against a twig that they plan on investigating each other’s nether regions. Ah well.

“Please do your best to solve the current crisis,” I remind them.

Urchin, John, and I ride out of the city at nightfall while doing our best to avoid attraction. I unexpectedly feel an aura tugging at us while we move through small streets surrounded by wooden houses of poor making. A fire hazard is what it is.

I keep moving at a slow pace until we find Adrien waiting for us. He wears a new, clean suit which annoys me a bit. I stop Metis, who snorts derisively at the vampire in front of her.

“This is not what you think. I would like to discuss terms.”

“Why would I bother when I can have the Accords bury you?”

“Because that is what they want, and they have my brother.”


160 The World Does Not Wait 


The fall wind blows with the promise of rain over the deserted road. Adrien stands over the trampled dirt of the flat road in his impeccable beige suit, an exquisite transplant in an otherwise drab garden. His essence and mine meet in the middle where they touch but do not mix, setting a frontier that we both respect, for now. I am still not used to this new sensation of existing outside of my body.

Urchin and John take a few steps back. In a contest of lords, all other combatants are merely different magnitudes of flies.

“You will have to offer an extremely convincing argument Adrien, because my current options are to kill you, or report you to the Accords and watch Ignace torture, then kill you.”

The Roland lord sighs minutely. I have him.

“May we talk somewhere? I would not want to be interrupted.”

“Are you surrendering yourself to me?”

“I cannot.”

He means it. His words carry a weight of conviction that I can taste on his essence, but only because he allows it. For a moment, I entertain the thought of going back to a clearing we passed by on the way, but I quickly crush those parasitic remains of a time when I was much weaker. He will not get a single concession from me. The balance of power is firmly in my favour.

“Then this place will serve.”

Adrien leans slightly forward in a predatory gesture that speaks of a deluge of claws. I let him. Metis turns her head to consider him in that peculiar judgmental manner she has. I am stronger than him even without the armor. His shadows mean nothing because the thorns will find him no matter where, in whatever form he has chosen, and they will rip him to shreds.

“Try your luck, or do not, but stop wasting my time,” I tell him.

Adrien hisses softly. It speaks of defeat.

“We never intended to face you. Our arrangement throughout the civil war has been very fruitful and we know you to honor your bargains. We were trapped by Benoit, Warden of Virginia.”

I remember him. He commands the opposition to Sephare’s faction. An ambitious man with the demeanor of a brilliant scholar.

“Benoit summoned Adam to his estate for the sake of coordinating the reconstruction effort, or so he claimed. He called him a traitor to the cause instead and had him imprisoned. I am to obey Benoit’s directives or my brother dies. I do not need to tell you what happens if they find out that we are cooperating.”

This makes little sense, and yet Adrien is open and his truthfulness is beyond doubt.

“A territory will never be worth alienating two powerful lords when its custody depends on a larger system. There is more than what you are telling me.”

“Perhaps, but I was only able to discover little. Adam was tortured by someone talented. His clothes were returned by Lord Loic, the new Warden of Tennessee, who immediately took over our spy network. Loic is Benoit’s creature and a man of the shadows. My eyes and ears were stolen from me before I could even deploy them. I only managed to gather snippets from illegal outings. Loic… has taken over my place of residence.”

He grits his teeth and his gaze focuses on me. The beast is close to the surface. It must take a colossal effort for him to retain his will.

“They have moved a significant amount of monetary resources to the attack but the amount of schemers involved remains small because Loic has to make excuses to his own side for lack of commitment to ongoing projects. Those are the actions of a secret cabal. The problem is that without prior knowledge of my brother’s current location, any attempt on my part to take revenge could end his life. I will not accept that. Never.”

Metis moves slightly, sensing my agitation. I rein in my imagination. It will be of no use right now.

“Benoit’s motives matter less than discovering the means of stopping him and his group. Unfortunately, a direct approach will not serve us here. Even if we capture Loic, which would be complex, his absence will be remarked on long before we can extract the truth from him. Roland lords are notoriously difficult to break.”

Adrien’s expression darkens further at the reminder of what his brother has gone though, but I can sense the determination under that. I have lit the flames of hope in his heart, which means that he is ripe for the taking.

“We need to involve Sephare. I do not have the spy network to find out what Benoit is up to.”

I lift a hand to stop his protests.

“I will use a mirror spell and require her to be cautious. I know that you have little reason to trust her but I assure you that she will take every precaution to safeguard Adam’s life if I am the one to request it. In the meanwhile, the masquerade must be kept. I will return your agents and we will coordinate to pretend that you are still attacking me.”

It is too much, and Adrien realizes the trap too late. The beginning of a smile freezes on his lips.

“Of course, I have conditions.”

“Name them,” he hisses.

“You will be part of my faction now and for the next century. Whatever I vote for, you vote for. Whatever I fund, you fund, within reason. My battles are your battles. You will be, for all intents and purposes, my subordinates.”

“For a hundred years? Are you mad?”

I do not reply. Instead, I step down from Metis and come to face him. Rose materializes in my hand.

“There were choices to be made, Adrien. The ones you picked hurt my friends and my interests. You did it because I was away and you thought us weak. You were wrong. I have absolutely no reason to spare you.”

“I spared your second and your Courtiers.”

“That is good or we would not be having this conversation. You must understand this. We Devourers are jealous masters. My mortals are mine to the last wagon driver. My mages belong to me to the youngest apprentice. My wolves run for me when I call them. Their lives were not yours to reap, and now you will bend and commit to my banner for a century or you will die. Choose.”

I care not. He already revealed enough. I can place a name and a face on my mysterious foe and Adrien’s help is no longer needed.

“Be careful, Ariane. Your ascension was swift and those in your position often make enemies they might regret later.”

“While you are regretting yours now. Enough talk.”

“I accept. I will have to take solace in Benoit’s fall and, hopefully, his ignominious end. Do not push your luck too far, Ariane.”

“For the offender in this affair, you certainly show me hatred. Save it for your true tormentor.”

“Oh, young one. My heart has room for all the hatred in the world.”

I scoff. This man is not Malakim. He does not know true hatred.

“We need to return to Chicago for now. There is much to plan.”
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One of Melusine’s Courtiers leads me into her mirror room. His name might be Donald or Duncan or something similar. To be perfectly honest, I had forgotten that Melusine had followers. She recruited them young and they are still undergoing training, therefore they were useless and hidden during the conflict. Typical of the redhead. I close the door behind me and sit in front of the communication spell’s focus. It does not show my reflection, of course.

Without touching it, I fill it with power and reach for the blonde vampire’s location. A pulse crosses the space between us and the mirror’s surface shimmers and undulates like wind blowing on the surface of a pond. It takes some time for the pulse to find an echo, which does not surprise me. Few individuals can claim to have Sephare’s ear at their convenience.

The ripples merge and gain color, resolving into the petite and seemingly demure Hastings lady. She wears an intricate teal dress that leaves her shoulders bare.

“Ariane?”

“We may have a problem.”

I quickly expose the recent developments and my findings, summarizing the liberation of Illinois in three sentences while expanding on Adrien’s revelations and my own conclusions.

“Goodness me, yes, this is preoccupying.”

“It just feels so short-sighted to me. With this action, Benoit endangers his reputation and the very existence of his faction, and for what? There is more territory to snatch than there are powerful vampires right now.”

“Yes, although, not every territory is currently worth the effort it would take to grab it. Imagine trying to establish a coven of cultural and sophisticated immortals in Arkansas? In any case, please get Adrien here so that we may learn where to start.”

I call upon the Roland and maintain the spell while Sephare questions him with meticulous attention. She asks him how many mercenaries and agents he has employed, how much they are being paid and how much the supplies would cost. Adrien was recently cut off from his possessions, but he was the one to handle the shadier aspect of the twins’ business and his knowledge of his own logistics does him credit.

“Ariane was correct. This operation is completely unsustainable. Loic must be receiving funding from outside and I suspect that the entire operation might be used to distract us from some central scheme.”

“Could it be related to Mask?” I ask.

I did not follow up on internal Accords politics while I was with the Knights. I did, however, get acquainted with European power dynamics. The expansion faction has successfully united their wayward covens across Europe’s colonies. Only we remain, and only because we have both a unified government and the military power to back it up.

“I have kept an eye on Martha. There has been no buildup of forces recently. In any case, I do not wish to waste time on conjectures. I will see how our Virginian friend employs his money. It should give us a hint. In the meanwhile, please prepare a plan to neutralize Loic in a way that we have enough time to turn him, or Adam will be in danger. We need him pliable so that we can move more freely. Ariane? Any ideas?”

“I have one that could work. I will require some assistance and it also depends on a specific condition.”

I turn to my neighbor.

“Adrien, how much would Loic want to capture me alive?”
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There are times where immediate and overwhelming violence is not an answer, or so I have been told. I argue that there are two types of diplomacy. The first exists between people searching for common ground. In this case, diplomacy allows both sides to benefit as part of a positive sum game where each participant has a chance to increase their own well-being. The second exists when one side’s purpose is completely unacceptable to the other. For example, the newly formed Integrity Party considers the existence of supernatural creatures as unacceptable while we would very much prefer to stay alive. In those instances, diplomacy is merely the continuation of overwhelming force by other means.

The White Cabal advocates moral superiority and taking the high road. I wish them good luck in their endeavors as I pull the trigger.

The rifle roars between my hands, propelling a little cone of lead at amazing speed through representative-hopeful Holst as he exits a house of ill repute. The projectile bores through his chest and splatters his lung on the wall of this fine establishment. An employee screams. Her dress is ruined.

Tragic.

I pick up the rifle and drop out of sight. For all their talks of faith, most Integrists look down on those who lend the other cheek. They are filled with the burning passion of righteous outrage. If they win, it is not that the other side respected the law. It simply means that God is on their side. Thus, my intervention shall act as a reminder that they are not invincible and that their champion was not as pure as he claimed, depriving them of a martyr. Every little bit helps.

I jump across roofs back to the office Sephare lent me while I reside in her city. We have much to arrange and Marquette is quite safe right now. I let myself in through the window and remove the black cloak I wore for the occasion. Under, I wear one of the normal blue dresses I use for business. The design is simple and includes a heart protector. The fabric shows enough care to indicate wealth while keeping a conservative appearance to lure others into a false sense of normalcy. It will suffice. I sit down in front of an empty table in my office to clean and disassemble the rifle I used. The mundane task soothes me.

The world has moved on while I was away, it is a fact of life that I had not anticipated and that I now apprehend. I had previously lived through many changes in government, of course, but this is different. The mundane humans know of magic. Some countries already outlawed it completely. My eyes travel to the newspaper placed on my desk.

“Louisa Pasteur executed this morning by firing squad.”

She is the first person to be officially slain for the crime of sorcery in a long time. Louisa was an untrained witch with a small quirk. Her power went out of control during an argument with her husband, causing his accidental death. It could have been manslaughter were it not for the means used to push the poor man against that fateful chimney frame at the worst possible angle. Unfortunately, using magic to harm people is now punishable by death, no matter the circumstances, and no matter the result. The accidental nature of the death only gave the Integrists the ammunition they needed to show how dangerous magic could be. Never had a man’s broken neck caused such a pain in my own backside.

I know where this is going.

I am not surprised when a knock on my door comes an hour later. One of Sephare’s men announces the coming of a visitor. He wears a tuxedo with white gloves and a cane like the rest of them, a uniform that Sephare picked for them. Some of the goons look like circus bears in this outfit, which I find amusing.

“Come in.”

A man in a navy suit enters the room. He grasps a bowler hat between nervous hands. I smell fresh sweat and terror in the air, fear in his shifting blue eyes. Those who know of me without knowing me always react in the same manner.

“Is it wise?” he finally asks.

I maintain eye contact while I keep cleaning the gun, which is an old model I know well. It only unnerves him more.

“Mr. Holst was killed on the doors of a famous brothel. Sadly, a note will be found in his breast pocket concerning a debt he contracted three years ago and remains outstanding. A regrettable affair, but one should not give lessons when they are sinners themselves. Let him cast the stone, and so on.”

“Was he that dissolute?”

“He did receive some money from a relative three years ago to purchase a property here. It is such a shame that this relative died and the source of this gift shall remain dubious.”

“That is quite a low blow.”

“No, sir, I shot him in the heart.”

“That is not… I meant…”

“I know what you meant. Newspapers will smear his name by dawn and now the Integrists have lost quite a charismatic leader. You think that I am being too harsh?”

“We are not murderers!”

I glare and he has enough backbone to take a deep breath and to stand his ground.

“You are not, and this is to your credit, I suppose. Now I assume that you have your license?”

“Hmm, yes?”

“May I see it?”

He hesitates then removes a mundane piece of paper from his breast pocket. It shows his name and description in clinical details. The term ‘wizard’ appears in bright red letters below the stamp of the ministry of supernatural affairs, its seal showing a reverse blade hanging over the name like a sword of Damocles. A fitting image.

“If a sovereign puts your name on a list, you are either a nuisance or about to be taxed. You cling to notions of respectability and I commend you for it, but you are also a rich little man living in a mansion in Washington. You are a useful activist whose role during the civil war clads in an aura of respectability living in a lawful and policed city. Others will not share your good fortune. So wash your hands and your conscience of my deeds, if you must. Veil your eyes with the belief that your exemplary behavior will move the masses to new heights of morality, since you believe in mankind’s goodness. I know the truth and I will resort to the same tools as our foes, because this is the only thing they will understand and respect.”

“An eye for an eye will leave all of us all blind, vampire.”

“Only those removed from disaster can allow themselves this sort of sophistry, but since you served me an expression, sir, allow me to reciprocate. Vae Victis.”

“We are not at war.”

I stand up and pick the newspapers, which I throw at his feet.

“And yet blood has been shed by both sides.”

We remain silent for a minute or so, during which I finish cleaning and placing the gun back in its case.

“The Lady Sephare warned me that you had a more… hands-on approach to problem-solving. I just hope that it does not cost us too much good will. I will condemn this action and express my condolences at daybreak. I hope that your logic does not throw us in the precipice of war we are trying so hard to avoid.”

“Best of luck to you.”

He leaves and I return to the desk to check my correspondence for that night. The main point of interest is a letter in a cream envelope addressed to me in person. I am cordially invited to join the extraordinary conclave of the White Cabal in response to the creation of the first supernatural task force.

This is not the sort of event that I can afford to miss. I write a formal reply and ring a small bell. A moment later, the doorman answers my summons.

“Please have this letter sent, then bring me the memo on the supernatural task force, thank you.”

“Understood ma’am.”

I have my document a minute later, brought by a mousy intelligence expert. Let us see. The government is hiring mages to deal with mages under the supervision of selected officials. Hmm, I wonder if they can be at all infiltrated. The book of disinformation Sinead wrote has already become a bestseller, but the higher level of the government must have access to more precise briefings, including on how to protect themselves against us. We shall see how Constantine and Sephare want to play it out. My focus must remain on the supernatural alliance. This is more my area of expertise. One cannot be good at everything. Like singing. Curse singing.

I sigh and prepare to pack.
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Two days later, near Avalon.

When the White Cabal first made their lair in the wilderness west of New York, they may not have anticipated their drastic growth. As one of the only two organizations to enjoy an alliance with me and a relative truce with the rest of us, the Cabal has found itself a durable species lacking natural predators, with the expected result. They have been fruitful and multiplied to cover all of the earth, or at least all of it between New Brunswick and Princeton. What started as a refuge has now grown into a tentacular network of connected towns kept safe by a comprehensive system of wards, patrols, and good old-fashioned distrust of strangers. My carriage would have been interrupted a dozen times were it not for uniformed guards riding along.

I cannot blame them for their caution.

Hamlets succeed to forests, small subsistence farms, and active factories. The Cabal is almost entirely self-sufficient and they export high-quality consumer goods to afford what they cannot create themselves. Shoemakers and textile mills stand next to small foundries. The strategy is a bit backwards, although affluence has never been their primary purpose. Safety is. They do not enjoy the sort of anonymity our small numbers afford us. I am still musing when we drive into a ravine dotted with tall sycamores and the head horses neigh in distress. The convoy stops. The head soldier draws a pistol and scrutinizes whatever his lantern reveals.

“Who goes there?” he demands with the courage of those who defend their home. I sigh and open the door. Their attention turns to me.

By the time they follow my gaze, Adrien stands squarely in the middle of the path in a long beige duster. He wears a fox mask, which I will admit is quite a nice touch. The head guard is less impressed.

“By God. Is this…”

“You may want to back down, my good man. This is not an opponent you can face,” I tell him.

Leaves crunch under their footsteps as they dismount and fall back. The scent of fresh sap and rotting vegetation caresses my nose with a small burst of wind. A hint of vampire spice comes with it. The scent reminds me of Torran.

Adrien’s aura spreads and touches my own. Although he does not move, a sort of pull attracts my attention to a massive boulder on my left. I appreciate the delicate attention but there was no need.

All my instincts scream and I use a lazy mirage spell to create a decoy and take a step back. A spear shrieks through the air where my heart used to be. It clangs noisily against a nearby rock in a deluge of shards.

“If this is what passes as aura control around here, I cannot blame the Europeans for looking down on us,” I casually say.

My attacker rises from behind his hiding place like an opera highwayman. He wears proper mail armor, which I can respect. The enchantments show that he cares for it, while a few scars on its black surface show use. A black mask hides his features, though I recognize Loic from the aura alone.

“You are quite chatty for a trapped little minx. I bet that you are regretting your early return, right now. Do not be alarmed. We will not kill you. We merely need your presence for a project of ours. You can be our guest!”

“If this is a masquerade, you merely had to send an invitation to the Boston fortress, Lord Loic.”

My remark stops him in his tracks, but only for a moment.

“Ah, you must recognize our auras from the council. It appears that your reputation as an airhead was slightly exaggerated.”

“Only imbeciles base their strategies on hearsay, Loic. I could recognize every member of the council and their seconds. And for a kidnapping attempt, you should have taken a better spot.”

“I think you may be overestimating the White Cabal, my dear. But I am not one to monologue for too long and we do have to kill your escort as well, so you will forgive me if we cut this conversation short.”

I block a quickly manifested black spear and dodge under Adrien’s blade. I cast mirage then dodge against a roaring sweeping attack. I fight my way out of the ravine by using trees as obstacles and rocks as platforms. Loic fights with casual grace while Adrien supports him with limited commitment. Loic is annoyed. I see it in the impatience of his follow-up strikes, though he will never admit to it. Our contest of strength continues and leaves behind shorn trunks and upturned stumps. I manage to rake his flank but Adrien deflects the blade with an attack of his own. I stop at the edge of a small pond.

“Well, young one, where is the proof that you are one of ours.”

“I will not need it. Darkness.”

The shadows spread over the land as Loic laughs and laughs, amazed at my stupidity. Adrien is in his element now.

“Magna Arqa,” the twin whispers.

The Roland lord disappears in the spell just as Loic’s hilarity redoubles. Then he chokes. And screams.

“How dare you, you traitor?! Magna Arqa!”

I do not let the spell drop. Loic’s spear gains an ethereal quality and so does he. My first attack passes him by as he jerks away at the last moment. He tries to run out of the cloud.

“Traitor?” Adrien says, “You call me traitor after what you have done? You have no shame!”

I force another moment of ethereal shift with a lunge at his leg and cast immediately.

“Promethean.”

The chain spell, Constantine’s specialty, latches on the man’s arm despite his shift. Loic strikes down and manages to pin one of the seven links I manifested to the ground, breaking it. Adrien’s next attack digs a furrow along his flank through the armor. Loic drags me closer through the magical construct. He is stronger than me.

“This will not hold me,” he spits.

“It was not meant to,” I retort.

“Promethean,” a deep voice says.

More than thirty golden chains are vomited by a phantasmagoric silhouette at my back. They curve around my right and gather around an already immobilized Loic, pinning him down under an extraordinary weight. The surprise is too much for Loic, who gasps. I can also say from experience that the exercise can be painful when the caster wants it, and this one definitely does.

I let the darkness spell fade to reveal Constantine’s dark eyes glaring from above his hooked nose, the Speaker majestic for once in a red battle robe brimming with enchantments.

Loic’s surprise is complete. It immediately turns into outrage.

“You…”

Before he can throw a single slur, Constantine raises a hand, causing a few golden links to tighten around the captive lord and stealing his breath.

“Let me summarize the situation for you. Benoit unlawfully captured Lord Adam of the Roland without provocation and tortured the keys to his information network out of him, following which you were sent to their land to exhaust his means in another unlawful attack against a member of the Accords in good standing. Would you care to rephrase the term ‘traitor’?”

The chains relax slightly and Loic vociferates as if he was not trussed like a deer.

“You are all playing this stupid game where you think you are a real faction. You only survived Mask’s previous attempt as a fluke. We will not fall with you.”

“Ah, the self-realizing prophecies of people torpedoing their own ship because they believe it will sink. No matter, I gather from your lack of denial that you find my accusations accurate. We will need the location of Lord Adam from you. Now.”

Loic opens his mouth to curse but seems to reconsider. A slow smile spreads across his keen features. Constantine remains unfazed.

“So you know where he is. Sephare was right, it seems. Silence can be so incredibly loud. Let us see how long you can keep that smile on. Ignace?”

A man I wish I never saw again emerges from behind us. He is wan and gaunt with an angular face and pale eyes the color of watery hydrangea. He also tortured me until my mind broke. Even decades later, I have to resist the urge to pull on my fingers. The effect on Loic is much more dire.

“You wouldn’t dare.”

Adrien takes a deep breath and we turn to him, surprised at the flare in his aura.

“Before we begin, if you will permit me?”

We remain silent. I highly suspect that Constantine has no idea what the offended Roland is talking about, that is, until the man jumps on Loic and pummels his face with great enthusiasm. I watch the spectacle, mesmerized, and wonder if we will have to wait for the head to regrow, but it appears that our ally removed his gloves before the cathartic event.

“Give. Me. Back. My. Brother.”

This goes on for half a minute, then Adrien stands up.

“He is all yours.”

“Thank you kindly,” Constantine replies, acerbic.

The blood Archmage moves his gauntlet and the captured lord is dragged back to Ignace, who takes down his backpack to reveal its grisly content. A memory comes to my mind, unbidden.

‘Which fingers?’

‘One, four, eight.. No! Nine!’

I stop a shiver before it begins. Ignace’s eyes are on me.

“Many hold a grudge for what I have done to them, what I represent.”

I bare my teeth.

“You went above and beyond. I will not forget.”

“No,” he nods, “you haven’t. That is why you called upon me to advance your plan.”

The other two are studiously ignoring our exchange, busy as they are attaching Loic to a nearby horizontal stone. It appears that Ignace is confident that he will only need a few hours. Or is this merely the preliminary work?

I have not replied and so Ignace continues.

“We live very long lives, long enough for deadly rivals to become friends and vice-versa. Now that you are in power, I have merely turned into one more tool in your arsenal.”

“Be careful.”

“Of course, milady. Wardens may come and go but a good torturer is so hard to find. I shall serve your cause well. Now, if you allow me access to the patient…”
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“Is it her? She doesn’t look like much.”

“What did you expect? A tail? Bat wings?”

The young guard crossed his arms defensively. Hazel was against ribbing but this time, the little twat had it coming.

“Shut up you two. Vampires have excellent hearing,” she said in a low voice.

Joel sulked in silence while the older man, Willis, gave her an irate glare. She widened her eyes in the universal ‘are you going to say something’ message and he relented. It chaffed Willis to be under her because he, too, had fought at Black Harbor. That made him a veteran of the scourge war. It just didn’t make him a good leader.

He still hadn’t got it.

Hazel held her gaze for another second. Willis was getting to be a pain in her arse but so long as he remained professional, she wouldn’t act. Rules were in her favour. Politics was not.

Fucking politics.

“Roth, stop scratching your ass, Jesus.”

The hairy soldier jumped and straightened. His uniform stretched over a small potbelly that had never disappeared even during the lean months of the war. Poor sod was not the brightest but he was trying. The last member of the fireteam, Moise, stood straight as a rod in perfect silence, every brass button shining on his impeccable vest. He was holding a repeater polished to a shine and looked straight ahead instead of gawping at the newcomer. Like her, he didn’t have politics on his side, and so he made sure that he had everything else.

The vampire slowly made her way to Avalon’s ‘Spider’ gate, looking incongruous with her exquisite lavender dress against the background of ancient forest. The evening wear was the sort of custom work that cost an arm and leg. Hazel had to admit that she was a little bit envious before reminding herself that this was a monster. She would not envy monsters, or associate any sort of normal emotions with them. That’s how they got you.

“Welcome to Avalon, ma’am. Name’s Hazel Zellik. My fireteam and I are charged with your safety. Our first task is to escort you through the compound and to the council room, where the Archmage s are waiting. Are you ready to depart?”

There, all prime and proper.

The vampire nodded once. Her hair was held high in a complicated hairdo. It was slightly asymmetrical as if readjusted in a hurry.

There was a gash on the carriage, she realized. Hazel frowned.

“Something happened, ma’am?”

“Nothing to concern yourself over, corporal. Please lead on.”

Hazel removed the concern from her face. She had a mission and she would get it done. Let the brass worry about the rest.

“This way,” she said.

Her four squad mates closed around her and the vampire, as if she needed any sort of protection. Hazel took out her key from her uniform vest and inserted it in the metal gate’s lock. Something shone briefly. She knew that they were wards and alarms though how it worked was beyond her. Some magical thingamabobs. The key turned once more with the clank of released mechanisms before the imposing steel slab rotated on well-oiled hinges with nary a sound. They moved on. Hazel took a last look behind at the carriage they had left. A single lantern shone at the edge of the Spiderwood like a candle at the edge of a nightmare. She had to remind herself that the woods were just old and gnarled and that the true monster stood by her side, looking all proper and smelling vaguely of jasmine.

“Oh, I forgot. Do you have any luggage?” Hazel asked as an afterthought. Damn, did she already fuck up?

“I have what I need with me. The rest will be delivered through the front door.”

The vampire daintily reached into a recess in her skirt and pulled out a black caster glove with nasty obsidian knuckles, because of course that thing would have pockets. She put it on in one smooth move, without looking, and fastened the clasps with slow and precise movements. There was nothing too predatory yet. She was slow and graceful. The only weird thing was how she was not looking around and yet still managed to evade the occasional puddle of mud. Hazel felt like she didn’t depend on sight that much and that was just a tad off putting. Little things, really.

The path from the Spider gate first led them through a thicket of oaks, a remnant from when that place was just untamed wilderness. They emerged on the other side through peripheral barracks meant for scouts returning past midnight. The academy was further away. That late, no one was out except the odd patrol. Hazel shivered in the fall air, even if it wasn’t that cold yet. A gust of wind rustled the leaves until she finally found the silence abhorrent. Empty. The vampire was just by her side and suddenly it didn’t feel like such a good idea to imagine what she, or it, could do. The memory of Black Harbor returned, unbidden. Steel-clad forms cleaving through huge drones with practiced ease. A shower of bone and ichor with every strike. She had tried to reload but her old rifle was so hot that it had burned her fingertips. It had not mattered. None of the drones had made it through. Hazel’s gaze landed on the woman’s pale fingers and caught a hint of onyx claw. Her breath hitched in her throat and perspiration made her back wet. She shivered again.

The vampire sniffed the air.

“So, will you be staying at the inn?” Hazel asked. Her voice had only wavered a little bit.

“No. That place is not secured. I have made… other arrangements.”

“I’m sure that the Black Dog could accommodate.”

“I have an understanding with his predecessor. Mr. Hopkins.”

No one said a word though she harbored no doubt that they were all as curious as she was. There were rumors. Fuck it, she wanted to know.

“Is it true that you two faced each other in combat?”

“Traps, mostly. Hopkins is far too cunning to attack one of us directly. He almost gave me a fright.”

There was amusement in the vampire’s voice and Hazel felt a smile on her lips. She killed it immediately.

“Ah, thank you for indulging me,” she continued. That was probably the polite thing to say.

“Not to worry. Since we started talking, you smell less of fear, which is desirable. And so does our escort.”

Hazel almost froze in her tracks. An escort? But then someone swore from behind a trunk thirty paces to her right and she lifted her rifle. Her barrel was stopped by the unyielding grip of the vampire.

“None of that now. They are also White Cabal.”

“I didn’t know…”

For some reason, that pissed her off. Didn’t they trust her? Why didn’t they tell her anything if they were going to send nannies to watch every last step?

She grit her teeth but she kept going. There was nothing to do.

“Not like you need any more protection,” she said out loud this time.

“You are not protecting me,” the vampire stated.

“Then what are we protecting?”

“The peace.”

More cryptic bullshit, just what Hazel needed. There was not much to do except moving on. Her squad soon arrived at the expanse of kept grass surrounding the White Cabal’s political heart.

The more Hazel looked at the circular building, the weirder it got. The columns and fancy exterior reminded her of the government buildings back in Washington she had seen once towards the end of the Civil War. It was like a government outside of the government and that was all sorts of strange. It was also built with white stone to the contrary of most everything else around here. Hazel thought that it stuck out like a sore thumb but what did she know? Rich folks probably had their reasons.

“Hmmm so we have arrived. We’ll escort you in, unless you have orders or something?”

“No, I do not have orders,” the vampire replies off-handedly. Hazel blushed when she realized her blunder, but the vampire didn’t seem to mind.

“What I expect is for you to lead me up the steps and announce my presence, then your council will make me wait for a few minutes because they are a pack of grumpy old trouts and they can get away with it. A few hours of speech and grandstanding will follow. After that, we will retire to a place I shall inform you of at the time of departure to spend the rest of the night.”

“Oh. Okay.”

There was a soft hiss, then the vampire forced a smile.

“Proceed.”

Hazel moved on with her squad dutifully keeping formation. Their mysterious escort stayed in the woods, though she caught a hint of mage armor and assumed that they were there as insurance. Typical. She climbed the marble steps to the council’s antechamber and realized that she’d never been there before. It was… better than she expected. A large, circular corridor extended left and right. It was filled with paintings. Her eyes traveled despite herself.

Many depicted landscapes. Meadows, cities seen from afar and even an enchanting sea both blue and grey that almost melted into the cloudy sky above. Those were relaxing and absorbing, but the paintings that bordered the entrance to the central chamber were different. She mechanically announced the vampire’s presence to some posh asshole dressed like a butler, but her attention was on the work behind his head.

It depicted a line of soldiers in dark uniforms executing a group of civilians. The light centered on a man in white, arms stretched in supplication or to cover those behind. She couldn’t tell. There were bodies on the ground. Blood too.

“El tres de mayo by Francisco Goya. The soldiers on the right are Napoleon’s occupation force in Madrid. The people on the left rebelled the day prior.”

“It’s… different from the others.”

“It remains a revolutionary work in every sense of the term, though I suspect that your council placed it here as a reminder.”

“A reminder of what? That people die?” she spat. The work of art was so poignant. It grabbed her by the chest and didn’t let go. It annoyed her that someone would use this as a deliberate tool. It was meant to be free.

“Yes, that, and the dangers of tyranny I suppose, but the warning is also for the councilors themselves. You see, Francisco Goya supported the revolution before it soured into an aggressive empire. Many forces start as protectors of freedom and justice. Few manage to keep to those ideals.”

“That must have stung. For the artist I mean.”

“Ah yes, poor painter. I managed to acquire one of his works. Such a talented individual.”

“You did?”

“Saturn Devouring His Son. Ah, the circus begins.”

The butler guy invited the vampire in. For some reason they didn’t close the door and Hazel could see the court inside. They had a central open space then big chairs hosting old coots in fineries, then lesser geezers in lesser fineries above that, all in concentric circles of wealth and age. A large man with a small hammer — a gavel maybe? — had an entire side to himself. He looked quite tired.

“Ladies and gentlemen, please reveal and verify your protective amulets, thank you. Everyone has done so? Good. The council welcomes the Ambassador of the Accords, Ariane of the Nirari. You have the floor.”

“Thank you. I will be brief. You should have all received the report we compiled on the Supernatural Task Force by now, including the agenda for implementation. Their avowed function is to monitor and police America’s magical population. We, however, believe that they will be used as a tool of control dedicated to conducting a precise census, as a first step. Once the Congress and the White House have a firm idea on the current magical landscape, they will use it to shape their policies, up to and including extermination. The Accords propose the creation of a committee to coordinate actions on and against units of the task force that endanger us in one way or another through infiltration and coercion. It must happen now while the hierarchy is still being selected. That is all.”

She stopped speaking and Hazel waited for the rest. That… was all? Most politicians really liked speaking. Maybe they were like that in private and saved the big words for public events. Those always made her drowsy.

She wondered why the vampire wasn’t trying to be smoother. They were supposed to be good at it.

“Thank you, ambassador. Now for the questions. Anyone? Everyone. Alright, we will do this by seniority. The Chief Librarian has the floor.”

“Who’s in charge of that idea and why haven’t you killed him yet?” an old woman asked. Hazel couldn’t see her from here yet the voice carried a great deal of annoyance.

“Senator Williams from Massachusetts, and we believe that the task force remains the better option because—”

“How is that a better option?! Will they be putting all our names on a list to grab us at dawn and drag us to the pyres?”

There was a moment of silence and Hazel leaned forward under the disapproving glare of the butler. The vampire was sitting in a comfortable chair, reclining as if it were a throne. Her talon beat a little staccato on the polished arm. Tic tic tic. It resonated terribly in the following silence.

“And we believe that the task force remains the better option,” the blonde woman — no, vampire — continued, “because this solution involves mages every step of the way and because all of the alternatives are worse. We do not go against the grain. The Integrists will take southern states by a landslide in the next election.”

“They are a bunch of inbred morons. They couldn’t take their own asses with both arms.”

Once again, the vampire stopped talking and the atmosphere grew heavier. Really. And perhaps a little cold. Some of the attendants shifted in their seats. Hazel was familiar with the concept of aura but she also knew that it was rude to use it on someone. It felt like you were being pushed by an unseen hand, but this was different. The room was deeper. Larger, perhaps. And darker.

And then the vampire audibly sighed and everything returned to normal. The butler blinked and readjusted his tie. Moise rolled his shoulders.

“I would advise you not to underestimate the power of a mob. The Integrists will ride on a tide of resentment. If a legal, legitimate organization is not in place by the time they reach congress, they will push for more drastic measures. We cannot undo centuries of fear and resentment through assassinations.”

She leans forward.

“Or we would have done it, of course. Next question?”

“Right. Next is finance minister and opposition leader, Hoffenstadt.”

“Thank you, president. Now, please tell us what is preventing me from walking to Archmage Lewis who still heads the ministry in Washington and telling him to hunt all of you monsters. You, the werewolves, and those fey creatures? Hm?”

The inflammatory comment was received with a roar of disapproval from the majority, but quite a few people cheered as well. Insults streamed across the amphitheater.

“Order! Order! Councilor Hoffenstadt, you are out of line!”

“I will answer,” the vampire said.

Calm progressively returned. The vampire still lounged on the throne, no, in her seat, Hazel corrected.

“Mundane people fear us. I am including the caster population in that statement. They fear all of us, even that washerwoman whose only quirk is to make clothes smell like flowers. And rightly so. If someone can access a power and you cannot, and they have hidden it until now, how can you trust them? What if they can influence your thoughts? Where are the limits? Right now, the world is awakening to a new dimension with unknown limits and they are afraid. Entire regions of Europe have outlawed any and all magic. It will happen here as well unless we whitewash our image.

“Now is the time to present an affable face as Lewis has managed to do so far. You will be rich, and clean. Handsome and pale. Your powers shall be obvious and useful. Government mages will wear easily recognizable marks and work under the direction of respectable and pious men, and still, you will be scorned. It will still take decades before you can appear to the general public without the stench of sulfur marring your public personae. No, indeed, now is not the time to give the opposite side more resources, because that mud will stain us all and the mundane population will not be able to tell the difference.”

The vampire shifted a bit and Hazel followed the languid gesture. it was a lie, of course, all a lie. The vampire had no need to move. It was just a mask.

“I assure you, acting against us right now… isn’t in your best interest.”

Hazel knew a threat when she heard one. She didn’t think that it would work against Hoffenstadt but it didn’t matter, he was just trying to get a rise. Waste of time.

More questions came after that. There were a few about the Accords’ opinions on several matters which the vampire succinctly explained. Inquiries on the Accords capabilities and military were politely yet firmly shut down. By this stage, Hazel wondered how important the Accords were exactly. Anyone who held a weapon in Avalon was taught of their existence and not to engage, yet for all those efforts she couldn’t think of anyone who had met one of their agents. That was weird. Very few people talked about meeting vampires since the end of the war as well. Were they hiding? It would not be difficult. There were so few of them. Barely a few hundreds, spread across a large land.

Perhaps that was for the best.

“Thank you for your time everyone. It is now two in the morning. Two in the mor — Interrupting me will not change my decision, councilor Heynes. We shall retire for the night. Thank you for your time, ambassador.”

A collective hum rose Hazel from her torpor. Those old bags were finally done. After listening to them for hours, she wasn’t sure what to think. Yes they knew a lot but did they have to bicker all the time? It all felt very childish.

The vampire was the first to leave. She strode out without hesitation sparing not a glance to others. Hazel and her squad scrambled after her with middling dignity.

“Should we proceed to the place where you’ll be resting?” she asked.

“Yes. Follow me, Hopkins showed me the way before.”

Silence returned and Hazel felt no need to fill it. It was dark. She was tired. Had to keep her eyes open.

They went past Dunley’s which served a sweet wine she liked and Barnaby’s with its affordable pulp books. Places she knew. The darkness made them menacing and unfamiliar now, and the worst thing was that she didn’t know if it was the vampire doing something, or just her nerves. It was Avalon, God dammit, her home. Not some Integrist den of drooling assholes.

The vampire walked confidently. Hazel could hardly see under what little light the group’s sole lantern provided. They stopped in front of what could only be described as a gardening shack at the edge of a pumpkin field. She felt stupid but didn’t dare ask questions. The vampire picked a key from behind a log and opened the door for them.

She signaled the others and went in first. A part of her brain screamed that she was getting into an enclosed place, alone, with a monster. The more rational one told her that if the monster wanted her dead, there was fuck all she could do.

“Huh,” Joel said as he went in. His youth was showing but Hazel agreed that this was strange.

Avalon’s inner perimeter, inside of the walls, was quite large. There was the city, but also production and military facilities. Some fields too. The walls were more here to slow down invaders and provide increased security against spies than anything else. She had never known that places like this also existed. The cabin was a secured location with a small forward square, the visible part, and a much larger back one cleverly hidden under a thick copse of trees and probably a few illusions as well. She spotted four beds on the right and a table on the left with chairs, barrels of water, and packed rations. There was even a small open door leading to a privy. She made a note to use it before Roth did. Sometimes it felt like the man only ate dead skunks.

The implication was staggering.

“Right, everyone settle down. Ma’am, could I have a moment of your time?”

“Certainly, corporal.”

They moved outside. Hazel pestered under her breath because she hadn’t thought of taking the lantern with her. The night was dark and moonless.

“Nu Sarrehin.”

A purple light revealed clawed fingers entrapped in a black gauntlet and the vampire’s cold, perfect beauty. She was close. Her skin didn’t have the pores and blemishes that everybody else had, a bit like a statue. Hazel wondered if men got trapped by that honey pot or if they realized on time that it was too free of defects to be true.

“What’s going on?” Hazel asked without preamble. No need to play coy. The vampire knew what she meant. She had to.

“There will be a coup tomorrow.”

Hazel gasped. The vampire kept talking without care.

“A group will attempt to capture and execute a number of councilors during tomorrow’s afternoon session. They will attempt to capture and kill me.”

“How do you know?”

“Hopkins, of course. The old fox forfeited the post of Black Dog to better focus on internal security.”

“A secret police?”

“Of a sort, yes. He shared this detail with me and asked me not to intervene.”

Hazel looked for signs of deceit, but of course she might as well have stared at a log. The vampire did not move. At all.

“You are wondering if you can trust me. In truth, your confidence is not required. You merely have to follow orders.”

Hazel frowned.

“To guarantee your safety?”

“Precisely. You will watch over me just as you were tasked to. Nothing more, nothing less. I warned you so that you would not be caught off-guard.”

Hazel pondered that for a moment.

“Why us? Is it because we are… who we are?”

For the first time, the vampire smiled. It was thin and skin-deep but it did disarm a little bit of the tension that had been building in Hazel’s mind.

“The mundane soldiers’ only female NCO, promoted on merit, leading a squad of undesirables. Yes. Let us say that the members of the cabal who will conduct their uprising wish for a more… traditional ruling body for their organization. You would have no part in it. A curious thing, really. In Europe, the revolutionaries I met were progressive but here they are conservative. In any case, Hopkins trusts you. That is why you were selected to cover me.”

Hansel’s mind reeled. Hopkins trusted her? She didn’t even think that he was aware of her existence, except in reports. The hound himself! She felt a blush coming to her cheeks while pride swelled in her chest.

“You should go back in and rest. You will have a long day tomorrow.”

“I’ll set up a guard…”

“No need. I will retire at dawn. You are safe until then.”

“We are in charge of your safety.”

Something rustled behind Hazel and she jumped, turning around to find that the vampire was there.

The light still came from her back.

Hazel swiveled to find the light hanging in the darkness. The vampire walked by her.

“Trust me, corporal Hazel Zellick. I could slaughter my way from here to New York and nothing could stop me. I will survive for a few hours without your monitoring. More seriously, I will need all of you awake and ready tomorrow at dawn, so please do as I say.”
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Dawn came and the squad settled to wait. The vampire had retreated underground where a large storage room led to a secure place for her. Nothing was happening. For one terribly long hour, she thought that the vampire had manipulated them into doing something strange and unthinkable, until Willis found a note in the supplies they had.

“Do not abuse it,” it said with Hopkins’ hand. She could recognize it anywhere.

The note came with a deck of cards.

Hazel had one sentry look outside the windows at all times. She would be the second one. Discretion was their sole advantage here, so they should not show themselves. It made their quarters cramped and malodorous. Her uniform was wrinkled. She felt a bit grimy even though she had washed her hands and face with the barrel water.

A coup huh? She supposed that it had to happen at some point. The White Cabal had been through a lot of changes over the past few years. There was resentment going around. Still… at a time like this?

It bothered her deeply. It also bothered her that the vampire had been told before they had.

The hours passed. Dawn became morning. The sun crept over a cloudy sky. Outside, nothing much was going on. A few pedestrians walked by on morning strolls and she made sure to stay hidden, not that anyone was paying attention.

The first shots rang at around ten. The squad members at rest froze in the middle of a game of poker.

“Corporal?” Willis asked.

“We have our orders. We stay put and do our duty.”

“Corporal,” he insisted, “I can’t be on the wrong side. Are we sure?”

Hazel almost lashed out then. Her grandmother had told her never to give an inch or it would be all over, and the old woman had been right. She did not. Willis was not challenging her. He was terrified. His hands shook with panic and sweat covered his wrinkled face. No. She had to be calm right now. Show she could be the leader they needed.

“Willis, this isn’t like your old group, I swear. We’re the good guys. Besides, protecting the vampire is important.”

The more she talked and the more she joined the dots.

“If the vampire is assassinated under our custody, the Accords will probably go to war. I don’t have to explain to you why that’s bad. The best thing we can do for the loyalists is to keep that thing alive. And we will.”

Joel stood up and loaded his gun. He made sure that the path down was open and ready.

“Maybe they won’t find us,” he said.

No one said a word and the game of cards stopped there. Moise made sure everyone had enough bullets and went to polish his repeater. It was already shiny enough to use as a mirror.

“People coming,” Roth mumbled from the window.

“Down,” Hazel ordered.

She had a look. The cabin had no fire and no light to avoid visibility. A large group of combatants walked past them with guns at the ready. They wore no uniforms. Many of them were mages with gauntlets and grim expressions. They went by without noticing them.

“They’re going to Hopkins’ house. It’s not far,” Willis said.

“They won’t find him there,” she said. No way the hound would be caught in the open. He will have brought his family to safety.

The others all nodded.

“Then we wait.”

They didn’t have to do it for long. Those they had seen soon returned and spread out. They were clearly looking for something. The sounds of distant detonations still rang across the town. Hazel was afraid, but she had to trust others to do their job like she was doing hers.

Sometimes she wondered what her life would have been like if she had just married Simeon the clerk like her father had ordered. If she would be happier being his wife than here, surrounded by enemies.

She gripped her rifle tighter and felt the smooth wood of the stock. Moise placed a cartridge in the chamber of his with a click. It rang like thunder in the silent room.

Hell nah.

Roth waved his hand to get her attention. He signed for one, rifle, walking here. She nodded and crawled through the door to unlock it. She then pointed at Willis and Joel to hide on the sides. The rest stayed near the door. The walls of the cabin were deceptively thick. Her squad would be hard to spot.

The sound of footsteps came from outside. She didn’t move. Someone was by the windows. She held her closed fist to signal the others to wait.

Silence.

The door handle rattled. She looked at Moise by the door. His brown eyes were on her. She made the ‘cut throat’ gesture to tell him to neutralize the threat. He nodded once.

The door opened in her face, blocking her view. She jumped up, heard the smack of wood against flesh. A man fell. She was on him in an instant.

He was clearly dazed. He wore civilian clothes with a white band tied over his right arm. She didn’t recognize him.

Moise and her dragged him in while Roth closed the door again as silently as he could. They found rope and gagged the man. Willis and Joel brought him to the basement.

“Alright, one down,” she said.

“Fifty to go,” Roth said.

They chuckled, but not for long.

“Hey, Jimbo, you there?” someone yelled outside.

Hazel gestured frantically and everyone moved up. There were two voices now. More came.

“He was supposed to be around here,” the first voice said.

“Maybe he’s a bit farther. Still think we’re wasting our time.”

“They saw the bitch and the misfits walk in that direction, man, and they never reached the gate. Can’t be too far.”

“They could have just left, over the wall or something.”

“Why would they do that? The council is still debating.”

“Fair. Let’s check that cabin over there. Hey, Chuck, cover me will you?”

“Yeah yeah.”

Hazel risked a glance. There were three of them. One was a mage with a gauntlet moving carefully towards them. Another was a soldier with a rifle held lazily in his hands while the last had a revolver. He was checking the woods.

Hazel signaled Moise. The black man was their best shot. He took his repeater and aimed.

She drew her regulation revolver.

The door opened. She shot the closest soldier in the chest three times. Time slowed down.

Her target lifted a bloody hand and looked at it with disbelief. He was already dead. The rifleman fell with a bullet in the heart.

Willis and Joel’s bullets pinged on the mage’s shield. They didn’t have silver. Oversight. The man retreated with a cry but it was useless. The entire town must have heard shots by now. Distant figures already rushed at them from behind a bend in the road.

“Alright everyone give it to them!” she bellowed.

The men smashed the windows and started taking potshots at the enemy troops who jumped to cover and returned fire. The walls of the cabin held fast. They were thick enough that only a cannon could go through. A spell sent wood shrapnel flying by her though. She removed a splinter from her bleeding cheek.

“That fucker,” she mumbled.

For the next ten minutes, her squad slowed down and only took sure shots. They had to hold. Time was on their side, that was for sure. Moise got a guy crawling forward in the neck. Roth managed an impressive feat when he got a rifleman in the head through a thin birch tree.

“Nice one Roth,” she said.

“I was aiming for the chest!” the plump man bellowed as he reloaded. He was nervous. They all were.

Okay, doing well so far. Just had to last. Slow them down. Maybe they would think that it’s not worth it.

She was trying to convince herself. It wasn’t working.

Hazel lost her notion of time. Some people tried to flank them but the cabin only had openings at the front and the brambles were so thick that it would take hours to cut through. She shot someone trying to take a peek.

They were trapped. It was only a matter of time before everything went to shit. What were the others doing? She checked her watch. It was half past eleven. They had only been at it for an hour but it had felt like eternity. She was already drained, numb from being on edge for so long. She sponged the sweat from her face and took a swig of water. At least no one was seriously hurt yet.

“What’s going on there?” an authoritative voice demanded. It was an older mage with a robe covered in talisman. It cut through the haze of the battle.

For one naive moment, Hazel thought the man might rescue them but it didn’t happen. A man ran to report to the approaching figure.

Moise took a shot. It pinged against a massive shield. The man didn’t even turn his eyes to them.

“No you imbecile. The vampire will be underground. Do you want to wait until the fire dies out?”

Hazel blinked when she realized that she had been very close to being roasted. Or not. Actually, setting the house on fire might be a good idea but it was too late to set it up.

“Alright, you lot in there,” the powerful mage said, “you have one minute to get out with your weapons down and your arms in the air. Do so and you will be allowed to leave Avalon safely. You have my word.”

“The negro dies though,” the rifleman added.

“No, he does not,” the mage added pointedly.

The foes waited.

“Right,” Hazel said. “Right, make sure the way to the basement is clear. Lock the door. Let’s put the table against it. The windows are too small for an adult so it might save us some time.”

The team scrambled to shove everything they had against the opening. Willis broke the nervous silence.

“If anyone thinks to say yes to those assholes, I’ll shoot him myself,” he grumbled.

“Not if I get him first,” Joel added with scowl.

“Alright we’re all very loyal in here,” Hazel said. “Now move those hips and grab me that chair.

“Time is up!” the mage declared.

The squad fired but they knew it was useless. All they had was mundane lead. A wall of shields covered the approaching troop. Their only saving grace was that the enemies could not shoot through that shield either.

“Fuck. Prepare to—”

Hazel’s order was interrupted by a cataclysmic blast. The door’s upper half was shattered and pieces of broken furniture rained in. Hazel’s gaze froze on the gaping hole left behind, uncomprehending.

“This place is warded!” the mage declared. “No matter, the windows are not. Fire at will, men!”

A torrent of bullets buzzed through the openings. The far wall and most of the furniture turned into a pitted wreck. Hazel had enough.

“Alright, back, back. Into the basement.”

She shot blindly to give them a few seconds. Her squad ran. They jumped down.

She ran as well.

The gunshots stopped. She heard something fall down.

The mage was here, well, his head was. He was young with a well-trimmed beard. Quite handsome. He looked serious and uncaring. His gauntlet extended almost lazily.

She was going to die.

Then a chair smacked into it. The spell went off and demolished a cupboard. Roth was running towards her.

“Go, go!” he yelled. She did. Rifles roared. She jumped down onto packed earth lit by a yellow lantern.

Roth pretty much smashed by her side and rolled over, eyes vacant. Blood spread on the ground.

“Roth… Roth!”

The greasy man’s gaze turned to her.

“Yes.”

“Are… you alright?”

“I don’t know.”

She inspected him. He had a wound in the fat of his left arm. It had gone through cleanly. Otherwise he looked fine.

“You got shot in the arm.”

“Maybe that’s why it hurts.”

“Any other place hurts?”

He took a few seconds to answer.

“No?”

“Then stand up!”

He did so heavily and Hazel bandaged the wound. It didn’t look too serious. She just had to get him to a healer before it soured. Moise jumped down, having secured the hatch.

“That will get us a few more minutes,” the black man said drily. Willis was aiming up to cover them. Joel was reloading.

They were in an antechamber of sorts with a ladder going up and a door leading farther in. It was locked.

“That’s the vampire quarters. Should we…”

The door opened by itself.

“Come on in,” a familiar voice said.

They did and Hazel found the vampire sitting elegantly in a comfortable chair on a background of thick beams and naked walls. She was putting the finishing touches to a sketch she had been drawing.

Hazel noticed the sunken eyes and sickly skin. So they did have limits. But…

“Don’t you sleep during the day?”

“A common misconception, one we have no intention of clarifying. I take it that our guests found us?”

“Yeah. They’re going to go through the hatch really soon.”

“I see. That is quite alright. If things become difficult for you there is an escape tunnel behind that wardrobe.”

“No,” Hazel replied. “We’ll stay.”

The vampire returned to her drawings while Hazel pushed herself against the wall, and waited. She had never tried fighting in a room before. It felt like it would be messy. She was afraid. It smelled of gunpowder and perspiration, down here. And blood. Roth was breathing hard enough that the sound went through the ringing in her ears. She forced herself to slow down, let her thundering heart calm. Yes. Calm. Calmer. Everything was going to be fine. Everything was going to be just alright. Just relax. Breathe. She just had to open her mind to — oh shit.

The door burst open but Hazel could do nothing. The voice in her head was no longer her own and, no matter how hard she tried to push it out, it was too late. Her thoughts grew muddled until she didn’t know which one were hers and which one were the intruder’s. Should she fight back? The people in this room… had to shoot them. Or was it the ones outside? Hazel collapsed against the wall. Her body stayed mostly upright but her mind kept going down, and down, and down, into the darkness.
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Hazel was in a room. It was hers, but not hers. It was a bit larger. Here was her bed with the knit cover she had received from gran gran, and there was her official contract, signed by Hopkins himself, that announced to the world that she was a corporal and no one could say it wasn’t so. A candle shone, bathing the open space in a dim light. Something was wrong though.

“You can’t be there,” she told the man rummaging through her meager possessions. That wasn’t right! It was her. It was hers! But her voice was small and childish and the man ignored her. She tried to move, and almost collapsed forward. The world was thick and syrupy and her hands were so tiny, with that scar she got while trying to fish so many years ago.

“Come on, come on, where is it?” the man grumbled. He was rude. So rude. But he was inside and she didn’t have the strength. Finally, he tossed the picture of her first love on the ground and turned to her. He was tall and terrible and she suddenly felt so afraid.

“Well, nothing to it. I will just kill you instead.”

Hazel almost choked with the anguish of knowing that there was nothing she could do. She waited for death to come. It did not. The man stood up and looked around instead.

There was a crash.

It should have hurt when that giant thorn trunk ripped through the door, embedding itself into the man’s torso before retreating with his twitching corpse attached like a grotesque puppet. And yet, the door was already open to some extent and so it was sort of fine. Hazel stood up and went to follow without really meaning to. This place was strange. It was playing with her mind.

Outside, she found a weird sort of plaza. It was night, she thought. The walls were made of thick walls of vegetation covered in thorns, leaves, and tiny white flowers. A massive statue occupied most of the center. It stood upright inside a white circle and depicted a werewolf of impossible proportions. She was aware that she was small here and it did not matter. The statue had to be as tall as a building.

There were no traces of the man.

She looked around and took another few steps forward. The statue seemed to follow her with its eyes until she passed between its muscular legs. They were so big! And the light was strange here. The wrong color.

Slowly, her eyes trailed up. Past the edge of the maze they went, to a dark sky and—

Someone’s hand grabbed her shoulder and she yelped. She was turned around with ease. She saw a pair of amused blue eyes belonging to a blonde woman. The woman loomed above Hazel with an indulgent smile. She seemed familiar.

“Time to wake up,” the woman said.

She placed her hand against Hazel’s forehead and pushed. Hazel fell with a yelp against the packed earth floor of the basement.

“FUCK!”

Hyperventilating. Her mind? No, later. First check on the squad.

They were still there including Roth who was still alive. They were terrified. Her nostrils flared and brought back the stench of shit.

The vampire stood above a mound of corpses. She held a mage’s neck in one hand, his arm in the other. At first, Hazel thought that the vampire was nuzzling him but of course that was not the case. She was drinking his blood.

The vampire tossed the cadaver aside when she was done. Hazel had not dared interrupt. The issue was, however, that they were stuck in a rank basement with bodies and a vampire.

“What now?” she asked no one in particular.

“Well I suspect that they know I am awake,” the vampire said, “so we will stay put until nightfall.”

“That works for me, miss vampire.”

“Not to worry, I look after my allies. And please, call me Ariane.”

Hazel watched Ariane gently throw the bodies outside of the door ‘to help with the smell’ and decided that the world was quite peculiar and that she was quite happy to still be alive to appreciate it, but now she really, really needed a glass of whiskey.


162: Something Stirs in the Threads of Fate. 


“Something stirs in the threads of fate”.

I wish I could remove this pompous, overdone sentence from my brain, and yet nothing else can accurately describe the weight on my mind since I returned to my domain. My intuition functions more sharply as long as I remain in my lands and it hints at something important, something that is not even related to my current worries.

The trip to the White Cabal was a pleasant and filling diversion, but the main urgent issue remains. Lord Benoit, Warden of Virginia, attacked me on my domain. Therefore I shall mount his head on a spike. His support was cut with the loss of Loic and the turning of Adrien. Now, it is just a matter of finding him.

And there lies the problem. Benoit has disappeared west, past the frontier, with most of his retinue.

“The prevalence of native populations makes the circulation of information difficult,” Lynn says as she hands me a report. 

“Tensions have been high those past years with colonists expanding relentlessly and the encroached nations sending raiders and war parties. There have been thousands of casualties within the last five years, at least. There are also reports that the natives have been using sorcery to increasingly great effect.”

“That would support Constantine’s opinion that magic is growing stronger,” I idly comment.

Lynn nods and reclines on her comfortable couch. We have taken to sitting in front of the hearth in a more casual setting than usual. It is late, after all.

“We have little to no communication with them. Benoit could be carousing around, putting entire Sioux villages to the sword and we would not know it.”

“So there are no military reports about a lost band of settlers?” I ask, perusing the document.

“None that would match him and his followers. He has disappeared.”

“The question remains then. What is he seeking?”

“Could it be gold? There have been gold rushes before.”

I dismiss the possibility almost immediately.

“I doubt it. All the wardens are currently seizing and developing cheap assets at a record speed. We have never been so rich and influential than now. Benoit has seized much sea-side land that should be bringing him dividends. Bah, none of this truly matters. Vampires do not go to war over money. We always have ways to obtain more. No, he must be looking for something different.”

“People? Magic?”

“Perhaps… Unfortunately, there are many different nations over an extremely vast territory. Dakota, Cheyenne, Comanche to name a few, and the frontier is ripe with skirmishes and rumors. We might as well look for a needle in a haystack.”

I shake my head. There is no helping it. Information gathering is best left to existing networks.

“Sephare’s agents are on the move. We will continue to monitor nearby territories but prioritize our new arrangements with Adam in the meanwhile. We have already lost too much momentum in the post-war asset grab.”

“Understood.”

Lynn departs the room, leaving me alone with a mass of documents to verify and sign. The advantage of being on hand is that my associates tend to be more rigorous and our profits mysteriously increase. The downside is, of course, paperwork. I was made to ride through dark forests spear in hand, hissing and hunting to my heart’s content! Year-to-year production of pig meat was never supposed to be part of the deal. Something must have gone terribly wrong at some point. And why do pigs eat so much? I thought they fed on trash. By the Watcher, someone distract me from the boredom.

Just then, I hear knocks on the door and I watch the dark oak pane with some amount of trepidation. Surely, I did not tempt fate with that last remark. I never voiced it. It remained in my head, therefore, it does not count.

“Come in,” I say with calm and confidence.

Urchin comes in looking thoroughly amused.

“We have a visitor, Mistress. He tried to reach you earlier during the day but was… turned down. Given his insistence I found him at nightfall and, after careful consideration, decided that it would be best to grant him his request.”

He looks far too pleased with himself and my suspicion grows. I frown but only receive the most innocent expression that someone who fleeces card sharks for fun can achieve.

“Can I show him in?” he asks, giddy.

“Very well then.”

I feel no powerful aura around, no danger, only a mortal in the corridor with a nervous heartbeat.

“Certainly. Come on in, lad!” He says.

Urchin moves to the side to reveal a remarkable young man showing clear signs of fear under a layer of courage. He has traits that manage to be familiar and strange at the same time, with a proud, clean-shaven chin and well-styled blond hair. His handsome face and solid build give him the countenance of a young cavalry commander, both dashing and reliable. He wears a mighty scowl that contrasts severely with Urchin’s smug expression.

To my utter bafflement, the youth grabs an object from a recess of his ironed black suit and tosses it on my desk. I pick it up between two claws, sensing nothing amiss.

Is that… a garlic bulb?

I think my mouth hangs open when he retrieves a bible and what can only be a very sharp stake. He takes a step forward and raises both implements as his powerful baritone fills my office.

“Beware, foul creature, sly demoness, Ariane Delaney! For your curse is at an end. No longer will you drag my family into dangerous ventures. No longer will we bend our backs to fulfill your nefarious purposes! Our secret indenture ends tonight, for I will slay you, or my name is not Alexander Bingle.”

Ah.

Ah.

Ah!

I see.

Me, Ariane.

Dragging THEM.

Aha.

HOW FUCKING DARE HE.

Bang.

THE TWIT.

Bang.

THE INSUFFERABLE, AMBULATORY DISASTER.

Bang.

The avatar of collateral damage, the herald of horror. The godling of getting-stabbed-and-shot. The ass in aspiration. How dare he —

Bang.

— call ME…

I come to and realize that I have been smashing my expensive silver candelabra against the hearth’s brick lintel, chipping and cracking it. I drop the mangled piece of metal and return to my seat. Urchin stands to my right, and some youth, to my left, paralyzed with fear. He holds a bible which I find endearing.

“Right. Right.”

I massage the bridge of my nose.

“Where were we?”

“Please give her a minute Alexander, she is not quite as young as she looks,” Urchin says.

Yes.

The unfair accusations.

“So let me summarize. You believe that I have been keeping your family in thrall for three generations, is that it?”

“Ehm.”

“And in order to prove it and save yourself, you have crossed the Atlantic Ocean and then several states, finally ending up in a small town in Illinois after at least a month of travel for the express purpose of lifting that tight leash I supposedly have over you. Is that correct?”

“Well…”

“And in order to threaten me, you have armed yourself with a bible, a piece of sharp wood, and… please tell me that I am not dreaming and that I indeed have a half-peeled garlic bulb on my mahogany desk, Urchin?”

“I believe that this is correct, Mistress.”

“...”

“The weakness of vampires to garlics was plainly stated in the Guide to Supernatural Creatures by the famous Simon Nead, Mistress,” Urchin adds.

“And he mentioned garlic? Preposterous. How could he ever come up with this kooky notion?”

“I cannot possibly imagine, Mistress. Apparently, we are also unable to cross flowing water.”

“You!” Alexander spits accusingly at his guide, “So you are one of them!”

“And,” I continue, “Your strategy was to just walk into my office and shake those things under my nose and I would be undone.”

He has the grace to look a bit sheepish under all the bluster.

“Urchin, is it me or do they breed them duller with every generation? Will his children manage to walk and breathe at the same time, do you think?”

The latest Bingle sputters in outrage but Urchin — the traitor — comes to his timely rescue.

“I believe that this is Mr. Bingle’s first outing. The blame could partially be placed on the shoulders of inexperience.”

“Well she has a solid back, that inexperience, to carry such a burden, aye? Lack of experience indeed. Your first pick was vampire slaying! With a sharpened stake! Why not attack me with a toothpick while you are at it ya worm-brained, donkey-arsed wee bampot!”

“Careful Mistress, Loth’s influence is showing.”

“I will not suffer such abuse!” the insulted greenhorn declares. “My first adventure will also be the last when I pierce your black heart and free us from the curse!”

My mind goes cold. Anger replaces exasperation.

“Oh? It takes quite a bit of effort to shove wood through ribs, I will have you know. I speak from experience. How many hearts have you skewered yet?”

“None, and God willing, yours will be the only one. He is with me. I know that you cannot approach so long as I hold the holy symbol and my faith is strong!”

“No, indeed not. So let us put your plan to the test. You will be trying to stab me with a rustic tent peg and I will be using this.”

I open the first drawer on my right and grab a tiny revolver with a pearl handle and a silver body, which I place in front of me.

It would look more appropriate in a salon than on a battlefield.

“This,” I explain, “is a customized Smith & Wesson model one. It can fire seven twenty-two caliber bullets before reload and is more than capable of taking down an adult man if its wielder knows how to aim, and I assure you, I know how to aim. Now please tell me exactly how you intend to take me down. You may even assume that I will not stand from this seat as I see absolutely no need to do so. Do elaborate. I am most curious.”

The latest iteration of the accursed bloodline stares at the gun in front of me with a refreshingly pleasant mix of horror and betrayal.

“But…”

“Yes?”

“If you are fast and strong, why do you need a gun?”

“So I can shoot other fast and strong people as well as the mortals that annoy me. I swear on everything that I hold dear that without my esteem of Cecil Rutherford Bingle, your heroic and kind grandfather, you would be a bleeding mess on the ground right now. I am just figuring out if I should laugh at your dismal intelligence and thorough lack of preparation, or be offended that you would underestimate me so much. You are without a doubt the most inane vampire hunter in the history of the planet by any measure.”

The young man suffers my lashing in silence, skin crimson but eyes fixed on the gun in front of him. So annoying.

But wait.

What if…

What if it were my turn?

After all those years?

I freely let a toothy grin expose my fang and recline in my seat, enjoying the sudden shudder wracking the worst Bingle’s body. A plan starts to form. I spread my arms in a gesture of magnanimity.

“You know what? I believe that I may grant you your request. I shall solemnly promise never to contact your family to drag them in dangerous and far-fetched quests if…”

The beginning of hope fades in his eyes as I intone in my most dramatic voice.

“If you prove your valor by completing four tasks.”

“Why would I trust your word, monster?”

“The alternative is that I shoot you in the knee for bothering me and then dunk you in the Mackinaw river with a sack on your head and your hands tied behind your back.”

“I assent.”

“Good. Excellent. To lift the dread curse of Ariane, you will complete a feat of wit, a feat of courage, a feat of intellect, and a final feat of intuition!”

He narrows his eyes with suspicion.

“You are being truthful? You will really do so?”

“We vampires cannot renege on our promise without breaking our souls. This is even more valid for a lady.”

“A lady? You are landed nobility?”

“I will send for you tomorrow at sunset to complete your tasks,” I finish with a tired voice. Then, I watch with disbelief as he hesitates.

“Why not start now?”

The disformed candelabra lodges itself in the wall by his head, showering him with a rain of splinters.

“OUT! GET OUT! HSSSSSS!”

As soon as the door closes, I put my head down and moan.

“He is quite young, mistress. Eighteen at most,” Urchin says.

“I do not remember ever being this stupid.”

“It was a long time ago for you, Mistress.”

I glare.

“Sassing me after subjecting me to this treatment, Urchin?”

“Forgive me, Mistress. I live to please.”

“Then you’re in charge of the contest of wit.”

“... any requirement?”

“Of course! The ordeal must not be dangerous. Instead, we shall achieve the optimal level of annoyance and humiliation. Oh, I have an idea. Do you fancy a bit of poker?”

“Always.”

“Then this is how we will proceed.”
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I open the nicely-dressed, nervous Bingle into the high-stake room of Marquette’s premiere gambling den, property of me, myself, and I. Oh, I remember the time where a new town councilor attempted to close all such establishments and would not get the hint, but he unfortunately died from three stabbing wounds in the chest before the decree could be signed. Self-inflicted. A real tragedy. In any case, the high-stake room has been reserved for tonight’s event. Only a dealer, a waitress carrying a glass of liquor on a fancy silver platter and Urchin remain. Velvet and walnut offer a dark, intimate setting while the permeating scent of cigar reminds the visitor of past fortunes lost and found. Gas lights shine through warm yellow glass. I bring the newcomer to the small table where his fate will be decided and leave without a word. Alexander Bingle sits awkwardly. His chair rumbles thunderously against the floor when he adjusts it. The waitress serves him and departs immediately, leaving Alexander nose to nose with the wicked smirk of my associate. He has left his bowler hat behind and his hair is impeccably combed back to reveal an intelligent forehead over the face of a lout and the eyes of a schemer. The vampire speaks first.

“Good evening, and welcome to the first contest: the contest of wit! We will be playing cards. Are you familiar with poker hands and their ranking?”

“I am more partial to bridge myself.”

“Fascinating. Are you familiar or not?”

“...Yes. Someone introduced the game to me when we crossed the Atlantic.”

“Good. In this instance, we will be playing an interesting variation I discovered during my travels around Corpus Christi. I simply call it Texas poker.”

Urchin introduces the rules. Rather than having each player draw five cards, his system has two cards given privately to each player, called hole cards, and five cards in common, which are revealed across several rounds of betting. The player who achieves the best hands by any combination of their own private cards and the public ones wins the ‘pot’, or the sum of all the money bet during the round. I find the fact that everyone can see the common cards smart and inventive, allowing for a wide variety of bluffs made by raising the amount of money one has in the pot and forcing their opponent to either match that amount or give up the round. Luck matters less than statistics and reading the opponents over the course of several rounds.

It puts Alexander at a clear disadvantage.

“We will be starting each game with ten tokens. The first person to take the other player’s tokens wins. In order to complete the task, you must win once.”

Alexander frowns.

“I do not have that much money.”

Urchin shows a pity he has never felt in his entire life and comforts the little twit.

“There is no buy in. You get back your tokens at the end of every game. Each round, one of us will bet one token which is called the small blind while the other bets two, the big blind. We will take turns. Of course, there must be a price to failure.”

Urchin lifts the apparatus I decided to dub the ‘swatter’, essentially a tiny shovel used to move ash around a hearth with a leather glove glued at the end.

“Whoever wins gets to slap the loser. I will obviously not use my true strength or any other vampire ability to win the contest.”

“Wait. Do you mean that I can try as many times as I wish?”

“Yes…” Urchin replies with clear enjoyment, “Of course! Shall we?”

Alexander nods and the dealer gives them two cards each. Urchin checks his with fluid efficiency while Alexander fumbles, glares at an uncaring Urchin, checks his cards, then checks them again.

The first round is fast. Urchin bets aggressively, raising several times until Alexander folds on the fourth round. The second round, Urchin raises the stakes and Alexander follows with confidence. Urchin folds immediately. The third round is also the first to end at the card reveal.

“Mr. Urchin wins with three of a kind,” the dealer says laconically.

Alexander growls and mumbles with his two pairs, but his confidence has taken a hit and when Urchin next raises, he is flustered and barely responsive. The next two rounds seal the end of the first game.

“You win,” Alexander admits with his head held high. Said head swivels to the left under the force of the blow.

Ksh.

“Ow!” the man protests, massaging his reddening cheek. The swatter is not exactly light.

“It hurts less than losing twenty bucks. Another?”

The second game takes longer with Alexander no longer rising to the bait. He takes his time and deliberates before folding or calling the raise. The game lasts eleven rounds before Alexander drops his cards and his last token.

“I conce —”

Ksh

Alexander’s other cheek turns rosy while his temper flares.

“Do not be cross. He who correctly anticipates pain suffers twice,” Urchin generously offers.

The deflating youth takes a sip of liquor to bolster his spirits and almost spits it out.

“Moonshine,” Urchin explains pleasantly. “Strong stuff. Another?”

Alexander eyes the swatter with fear but he will not be deterred.

This time, he tries to bluff.

He loses even faster.

Urchin is a master at his craft. I was taught by Dalton and Loth and he can still give me a run for my money despite the ease with which I can read his aura. Of course, vampires playing poker are as unmoving as marble statues so the hints must come from somewhere else. No matter what, Alexander’s attempt at bluff is a doomed folly. Urchin metaphorically eats him alive.

The fourth more balanced approach ends in painful failure. By now, Alexander looks like he cursed an entire ball of the debutantes. And their mothers. Twice.

“Why is it a wit test? The only thing being tried is my patience.”

“Then perhaps you are not using the proper resource?” Urchin casually remarks.

The man’s eyes widen. It took him four slaps before realizing that success would not be achieved through traditional methods. Truly, the younger generations are lost and this entire country is going to the dogs.

For his fifth attempt, Alexander bets aggressively every time and still loses. For the sixth time, he massages his now-purple jaw and smirks, thinking he has finally found the solution.

He does not touch his cards. Every round, the decision is made by coin flips. Urchin smiles in return and trounces him once more.

Ksh!

“Why?” Alexander roars.

“You randomized as many parameters as you could, but you will never be capable of preventing me from calculating the odds with the cards I have. So, what is left then?”

“To get lucky…” Alexander grumbles.

It takes two more rounds for Alexander to finally get his breakthrough, but they last an hour each. I think that Urchin relented a little bit at the end. By that time, it is almost three in the morning and we both have better things to do.

Alexander stands up and grabs the swatter. Urchin leans back with another calm smile. The youth swings as if he held a zweihander. The swatter disappears as it was about to smash my associate in the face, to his unending dismay. The implement now hangs lazily from Urchin’s resting hand. He didn’t move.

“You… you cheated!”

“False. I rigorously adhered to the rules. I did not move and I did not use this power to win the game. Consider this another valuable lesson. And with your eventual victory, you have completed the contest of wit. Congratulations.”

“You only adhered to the letter of the law!”

“And so will most people you interact with in your life. Remember, there will always be fine print and there will always be a hidden cost.”

The young man grunts then retreats sullenly. I approach the table where Urchin uses his power to reorder the deck without looking. The dealer has gone as well.

“You let him win towards the end.”

“I may have. Contrary to you, Mistress, the big lug and I are not unstoppable Devourers but mere Courtiers. I would rather keep my interactions with the godling to the bare minimum. He was on the verge of despair and I would not want to spend another night slapping him around, no matter how vindicated it makes you feel.”

“Understandable.”

“Not to worry, mistress. John had something special in mind.”
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The next night finds me, Alexander and John walking through the semi-deserted muddy streets of Marquette’s riverside. Despite the decree confining them to this part of town being discreetly overturned years ago, most of the city’s black and dark-skinned population still prefers to stick together and their district is mostly shunned by more affluent white folks, with a lower cost of living overall. I get giddy with anticipation the farther we go because I recognize the destination. Alexander has come loaded for bear to face the ‘test of courage’ and I can already tell that his brand new revolver will be of no use.

John stops in front of a low, long building with lit windows. We knock on a side door and wait. John turns to face Alexander who squirms under the merciless gaze of the impassible giant. I feel a hint of disapproval from my most faithful follower in the way his nostrils flare, a remnant from his human days. John seldom bothers to judge people at all so his assessment comes as a surprise.

A solid twenty seconds later, a harried, disheveled woman with deep pockets under her eyes opens the door. She winces immediately when a baby shrieks from behind her. The noise is deafening. The air smells of soap and excrement.

“Sorry. Come on in.”

We follow her in a small room lit by a single lantern. Another thick door leads deeper inside, though the noise is mostly muffled as if the two parts were separate. I would know, I designed and installed the discrete sound enchantments.

There are two fascinating facts about orphans I learned rather early in my town management experiment. The first is that, given proper care, they make some of the fiercest, most loyal followers one could hope for. Case in point, John. It must be noted that proper care goes beyond simply food and roof. The second interesting fact is that raising them properly is significantly cheaper in the long run than just letting them fend for themselves with the implied level of crime and violence. I therefore own the three Marquette orphanages with this one being dedicated to the youngest children. Eight cribs adorn a room with a bare floor while storage closets and wardrobes occupy an entire wall. A comfortable chair remains the only concession to comfort and, given the state of the nurse, it has seen little use in the past three hours.

The ‘special room’ only hosts three guests besides their caretaker tonight, but they certainly make up in volume what they lack in numbers. The first to screech is joined by two others as the bedraggled nurse rushes from crib to crib, checking on her charges. The scream concerto makes conversation difficult.

“We will take care of them tonight,” John tells the woman.

“What?”

In her bloodshot eyes I see disbelief, and then, hope.

“We will take care of them until tomorrow morning. You go have a rest.”

“You will?”

“Yes, you have my word.”

To her credit, the nurse inspects the three of us with a bit of doubt before accepting. Her gaze lingers on Alexander’s fluster face with obvious doubt but when she recognizes me, her eyes widen. I am almost an open secret here. She nods once and stumbles to the door, missing the handle the first time. The second attempt is more successful. Soon, we are alone with the three deafening tiny mortals.

“You will not need your gun here, nor your hat or vest. You will remove them and place them by the door. Those are Christie, Thomas and Jane. They are two, three, and four months old respectively. They all have colic of the infant. Your task is to look after them and make them comfortable until sunrise. Do so, and you will have completed the test of courage.”

“Is this a jest?”

John’s gaze could have frozen a smelter.

“No.”

“You want me to look after babies? I am no woman!”

John leans forwards until his and Alexander’s gaze are aligned. Alexander is not a small man. It still takes a surprisingly long amount of time.

“Do you give up?”

“What? Never,” the godling huffs. “If you think that this is a test of courage, suit yourself!”

“I see. I will guide you through the steps at first. To begin with, Christie needs to be changed and Jane must be fed.”

“Why does she need to be changed? Jesus Christ, she smells like… Oh.”

“Time to get to work.”

I sit down with reports and cast a quick silence spell to protect myself from the worst of the yelling. Technically, this is a test of perseverance and stamina. Some of the tasks will require the courage to handle a screaming ball of fragile humanity and remove the icky excretions so I suppose that it counts. Those are all details. What matters is that I will see a godling hand-wash a soiled cloth and that is worth more than gold.

Alexander carefully picks up baby Jane according to John’s instructions, following which she promptly throws up on his shirt.
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Alexander returns home shortly before sunrise dog-tired and a little foul-smelling. While his firearm stayed shiny, the rest of his outfit shows an interesting mix of body fluids. I have always been surprised by how male toddlers can spray urine in arcs at incredible range. So was Alexander.

I find him the next evening in casual wear and looking significantly more sheepish than before.

“Are you ready for the feat of intellect?”

“I wish I could say yes with confidence,” he grumbles, shoulders slumped, but he is also a Bingle and the fire of poor decision-making revives in his heart.

“Though I will most certainly try!”

“Good attitude. Let us see where it gets you.”

I lead him through the streets of Marquette to a small school. Like the nursery, I own it and provide cheap access to the children of allied families. Minions are considerably more useful when they can read instructions, after all. We walk through a corridor decorated with painted animals to a well-lit classroom. I have Alexander sit at one of the desks, only slightly too small to be comfortable. Papers and pens have been provided. Alexander takes one look at the writings on the blackboard and shakes his head with disbelief.

“Solve for x?”

“Is something the matter?”

“I… you are monsters, I saw your teeth and… here I am, doing algebra. What next, will you ask me to memorize a speech by Cicero in Latin?”

I tap my chin in mock consideration, causing him to pale.

“Sorry I do not mean to object. I just expected something more… exciting!”

“Hehehehe.”

“What?”

“Nothing. Since you find harvest yields and compound interests boring, I assume that this will be an easy task for you.”

He pales even more.

“Compound what?”

“You should probably get started.”

I install myself at the teacher’s desk. I have never done that before! How exciting that I shall still find and enjoy new experiences at my age! An age which is not advanced at all, especially for a vampire. I busy myself with the last of the reports on werewolf activity and the full withdrawal of Roland forces from my land. We are free and well on our way to recovery. Given the circumstances, Constantine has decided to seize Benoit’s assets and guaranteed the lion’s share to me. Truly, power and being friends with the ruler have their benefits. I take a look at Alexander’s sweaty form. He has barely started.

“Hmm, my apologies,” he says, “for orders of operations, is it multiplication first or parentheses first?”

My own pen snaps between my fingers.

“Parentheses! Definitely parentheses. Just a momentary lapse, haha.”

“The proper order should be parentheses, exponents, multiplication and division, addition and subtraction, you ant-brained village dullard. If the acronym PEMDAS is too difficult to remember, consider the phrase ‘please excuse my dear aunt sally’ while I try to excuse the cobwebs between your ears.”

“There is no need for such abuse, vampire. I can work equations. I was merely unprepared.”

“So I have gathered,” I reply drily. He walked right into that one and he knows it.

Alexander blushes once more and returns to his paper. After four hours of effort, I collect the page and inspect it. His hand calculation of the interests are clear and rigorous. Some people forget to account for additional food for the mules when calculating how many mules a convoy needs but he didn’t. All in all, he was rigorous and systematic. I correct one error he made towards the end which I shall attribute to mental exhaustion and reluctantly decide to give him a passing grade.

“Well you would have noticed your mistake if you had waited a day and gone over the calculations once more. It was a fairly minor problem to start with so I shall accept that you successfully completed a feat of intellect.”

“Thank you. Only the last feat is left then?”

“Indeed, we shall complete it tomorrow.”

He sighs heavily before tidying up his desk. There is little left of the foolish youth who threatened me with a piece of wood.

“You are not quite what I expected,” he finally says.

“Lucky you.”

“I know you have been teaching me a lesson and I am grateful.”

Hmmm no, I just wanted to have him slapped, peed on, and then subjected to paperwork?

“My father, the esteemed Colonel Bingle, taught me notions of valor and courage by sharing tales of his adventures as a soldier of Her Majesty Queen Victoria in India.”

Ah so this is why I have never met him. He was on the other side of the planet! Good riddance.

“I apologize for my earlier reaction. By placing deeds of valor at the top of my priorities, I have forgotten all the work and support behind every victory, the steel behind every sword and the engineer behind every weapon. Indeed, even the tireless mothers and nurses who raise the next generation of heroes deserve not just our consideration, but our undying support as well.”

He nods to himself while I stop my growing horror from affecting my poise.

“The hand that tills, that counts, the one that holds a babe to a breast are just as worthy of support as the one that holds a gun, nay, worthier indeed! For it must be protected. And I shall. You have opened my eyes to my own short-comings, Miss Delaney. Despite your curse, you carry with you the wisdom of the ages.”

“Hmm. Yes, of course. How intriguing that you would figure it out so soon.”

“I have come to a decision concerning my future, but first, I shall complete your last task.”

This is definitely not going to return to bite me in the posterior.
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For the last night, I have decided to conduct a simple experiment. I have given Alexander an artifact keyed to vampire essence and dumped him in the middle of the Illinois wilderness with the instruction to cut a path to one of the three vampires present here. John and Urchin do not seem to mind the little outing and so we split apart a couple of miles away from our bright-eyed young aspirant hunter.

The concept of vampire-tracking devices is nothing new. Mask squads used them to hunt me down back in France, using the absence of essence to find my location despite Nashoba’s earrings. Constantine is capable of making some but he has been reluctant to distribute them outside of specific missions, citing blatant favouritism and ‘sending the wrong message’ as reasons to refuse me access. The artifact Alexander now wields is a prototype of my own design. I am rather confident that it should not work properly.

I want to see what happens when shoddy workmanship confronts the godling’s luck. What will come out on top? Will he stumble upon one of us or upon some sort of treasure instead? I am confident that he will not simply err over the plains for hours, smashing his big toe against errant roots. Some part of me remembers the warning that cruel fates await those who attempt to experiment on godlings. I simply assume that those would be ‘brand runes on their chest with a hot iron’ sorts of experiments, not the ‘three parts practical joke’ experiments. Besides, my intuition is telling me to proceed with some strange insistence and I have yet to be disappointed.

I have chosen a spot I sometimes visit, a bend in a nearby water reservoir with a lone rock covered with moss. When the wind blows, the entire pond ripples and the reflection of the trees above grows twisted and menacing. I close my eyes and meditate for the first time in a month.

Fifteen minutes later, I jump to my feet and whistle to call Metis. Something is wrong. My intuition screams at something in the direction where Urchin left. I ride out immediately. A moment later, a red flare climbs through the fall air, warning the plains of an imminent danger. Metis gallops like the wind and it takes barely a minute for us to arrive. I immediately hear the sounds of battle.

In a valley below, Urchin and an unknown man fight while a wounded Alexander finishes climbing the clearing’s lone tree. A few blood stains and handprints decorate the bark. The scent is quite enticing, as Urchin’s opponent has realized. As I jump from Metis unhurriedly, I note prominent, wide cheekbones, long braided brown hair and a wide tunic that has clearly seen better days. He still has a simple knife attached to his belt, though he either forgot he had it or decided that his claws would serve him best. I suspect the former. The curious fighter smells of young Courtier with the acidic aftertaste of a rogue. More importantly, his aura is quite peculiar.

“Should I kill him, Mistress?” Urchin asks without removing his eyes from his foe. They circle each other with the rogue casting eager glances at Alexander.

“Disable him. Have fun.”

“Oh, I will.”

The rogue has seen me but since I do not move, he decides to attack Urchin instead. However, the wily Vanheim had merely been delaying and now shows the full extent of his capabilities. With every throw, knives bloom over the rogue’s arms as he protects his vitals. Urchin dances around him, exploiting his superior range to cut sinews and sever bones. In desperation, the rogue turns to Alexander and charges, only to receive a knife in the back. It misses the heart by a finger.

Sensing danger, the foe twists on himself and jumps. With a high-pitched cry, he kicks Urchin with both legs, sending the Courtier back with a grunt. I think I heard a rib crack. Despite the apparent setback, Urchin smirks.

His opponent falls gracefully on his feet, then immediately stumbles. Urchin hamstrung him. On both knees. The Vanheim rises and strikes at the same time. His heaviest knife buries itself in the rogue’s heart.

I give the victor a single nod.

“Excellent performance, Urchin. Nearly flawless.”

“Thank you, Mistress.”

“Now let us see what this is all about.”

I seize the prone rogue by the throat and prepare to drink. His essence is so peculiar that for a moment, I believe that he is another Vanheim.

I bite deep.

The plains. Life used to be good, or so I was told. When I was three, a plague came that made people’s skin become like pebbles. When I was four, another plague hit, one that had people empty their bowels until they fell. The white hunters made towering piles of skulls out of bison and left the meat to rot. I was left alone.

Ako told us that we could bend or take from those who had much. We left on horseback with other Nokoni to raid and find food, weapons, and slaves.

We rode deep. The white men were at war with each other but the farther we went, the more we saw. The white men are everywhere and there are so many of them, many more than all of us, the Kiowas and Apaches together. Ako left this night to reflect and came back with a revelation. He found a way to make us strong. So strong. We will be one tribe and we will know where to find each other. We will be victorious. And so… very… thirsty.

I pull back and lick my lips, enjoying the pleasant sourness of rogue essence. I know why Benoit rode west with such abandon. I know why he would risk it all. And I know why we have no choice but to follow. I notice that John arrived and that Alexander has since climbed down from his tree.

“Gentlemen, we have a trip ahead of us. Our kind has a new progenitor.”
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“I have decided on a course of action!” Alexander clamors back in my office in Marquette. “Your trials have shown me the truth. The west is wild and untamed, filled with dangers and savages. Outlaws terrorize the widows and orphans!”

“Errr, it might not be all that bad,” I observe with diminishing patience. Time is short.

“But where good men do what must be done, evil cannot triumph. The law and justice have no frontiers, and I shall be its sword. Starting today, I will endeavor to become… a bounty hunter!”

He unholsters his new revolver to my mounting horror, feverish with enthusiasm. The gun slips from his tired hands to clatter on the ground by my feet. I almost expected to have a new hole in my favorite pair of walking boots. Thankfully, fate is generous tonight.

“You will complete the Red Cabal agent training in its entirety to the full satisfaction of your mentors, or I swear to the Watcher that I will bind you in chains and ship your sorry posterior back to Sussex on the first ship I can find.”

“That would probably be best. I understand that no amount of enthusiasm can make up for training and preparation. Justice shall not suffer a dull blade! I will not forgive myself if I fail because of carelessness. You will find me a devoted student.”

“You will find Oliver a devoted mentor, not me. I have urgent matters to attend to, and besides, I cannot oversee your day training with my… delicate skin.”

“Oh yes, the curse. Not to worry! You can depart with your mind at ease.”

As if I could ever do so within walking distance of a Bingle. I leave him to the training chapter of his life since I have much to do on my end. A ringed bell summons John and Urchin.

“I need you to prepare for a long trip. We are going west. You must expect a fight against vampires, so take the battle armor and all the weapons you think you might need.”

They nod and leave without comment. The next task is both easy and painfully annoying. I must report this development to Sephare and request our faction’s support in this endeavor. I may be trying to swallow more than I can chew. It would not do to pursue Benoit only to find him surrounded by a retinue of battle-hardened Mask lords. I highly suspect that the little weasel is operating on his own so he can claim full credit for the capture or conversion of the newest Progenitor. I simply cannot take the risk, and so I call Sephare on my mirror and relay the encounter to her. Her reaction is unusually strong.

“Oh goodness me this is… momentous! A Progenitor, here! I am at a loss for words.”

“I was surprised as well.”

“You know, sometimes I wish that you called me for other reasons than just war and other impending catastrophes.”

I raise a dubious brow.

“You wish to socialize?”

“Why yes, we Hastings tend to do that. You should try it sometimes.”

“We should perhaps focus on the matter at hand.”

“Indeed. Could Benoit already have captured this man… Ako, was it?”

“Correct and no. I absorbed the rogue’s essence. His bloodline’s ability is to establish a sympathetic link with his kin. They are one ‘family’, so to speak. I do not know exactly how much they can share and I suspect that it might expand in time, but for now I can tell you that they can locate each other and share their experience… whether they want it or not. Ako sired a lot of fledglings in a short amount of time.”

“Foolish.”

“I concur. Some proved incapable of enduring the overload. Nevertheless, I got enough memories and impressions to point west, a week’s ride away from here. I will depart immediately but I will need your support, diplomatic and otherwise.”

“We will send reinforcements but our logistics do not extend to the frontier. It will take time.”

“I will go first and stall as much as I can.”

“Excellent. You surprise me, Ariane. I almost expected you to keep this discovery to yourself.”

Ah, as if.

“This is far more trouble than it is worth.”

“Of course, I did not expect you to betray the faction. I merely thought that you would wait until you knew more.”

“Your calculations do not fill me with confidence,” I reproach.

I naturally expect her to consider her own interest first, but being so vocal about her own duplicity bothers me. It feels out of character.

“Goodness me, Ariane, I would not want you to feel ill at ease. I promise that I would take great considerations before betraying you out of fear that you might survive the attempt. Which leads me to my next point. When you find Benoit, you might feel a deep resentment towards him after what he has done to you and your own.”

“To put it mildly.”

“No matter what you choose to do, remember that Benoit is already set to be executed, and that we will support you should you choose to carry out the sentence yourself.”

I glance with suspicion at the petite vampire’s wavering silhouette, vaporous in the silver mirror I use as a focus.

“You always value prisoners.”

“Benoit is a snake. An incompetent and overconfident one, that is. He has been dealing with Marthe and her Mask enclave down in Mexico for quite some time according to some interesting correspondence we found. We can discuss this more later. Right now, flaunting your existence is much more valuable. So please, by all means…”

She smiles.

“Go wild.”

“Oh, I will.”
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Our convoy rides west under heavy escort. We are walking into unknown territory, and I have hired a Rosenthal escort at great expense in order to proceed smoothly. The reasoning is simple. I do not know how deep Benoit’s influence has spread, but I have no doubt that he has recruited agents to monitor Accords movement since he has been away for quite some time. I must make sure not to be noticed until the very last moment or he could trap and even kill me. Unfortunately, not everyone is capable of stealth.

Red cabal members form hunting squads and my own security forces have neglected acting and impersonation classes in favour of shooting and shoving sharp implements into other people’s fleshier bits. As a result, I lack the qualified personnel capable of passing as settlers and had to hire external help. I do not mind it since my new guards rode tirelessly to reach us and found a mature woman in conservative clothes waiting for them. As far as they know, they are escorting a widow searching for a niece captured by the Comanches. It is, incidentally, the first time that I use my Vanheim transformation power to alter my appearance. Except those times with Torran, but they do not count. I find the exercise interesting and vaguely upsetting, especially when I have to maintain my disguise for a very long time.

At least I can go out freely, unlike my unfortunate subordinates.

Obviously my travel arrangements have told those in the know of my nature, and their suspicion must be confirmed when, on the fourth night, we are intercepted by a cavalry detachment.

I have never been to the Great Plains before despite their proximity and I admit that the place has its charms. A seemingly endless expanse of colored grass extends to the horizon under a layer of blue clouds laden with rain. I am struck by an impression of immensity. A gust of wind scours the sea of grass. The air is heavy with the promise of thunder. I inhale and enjoy the heavy scent of horses and woodsmoke.

“Milady?” the mercenary sergeant asks. He is a serious lad wearing a long beard and a perpetual scowl.

“Yes?”

“We have been joined by a detachment of the Seventh Cavalry. They claim that the Comanches and Kiowa have been on the warpath recently, and object to our passing. They wish to escort us back to a nearby fort.”

I inspect the camp and notice military tents in proper order. Discipline is maintained, and yet I notice that much of the gear is threadbare.

“I do not know why they would impose upon us like that, milady. This is highly unusual.”

“They wish to requisition our supplies, Sergeant. The Seventh belongs to the Army’s Department of the Missouri and they are notoriously low on everything. Allow me to talk to their commander. I am sure that I can convince him to see the light.”

The sergeant inspects me. His gaze lingers on my lips, perhaps trying to discern the fangs underneath. This one knows what he is dealing with.

“If it is you, then yes.”

I walk to the command tent where a young officer with a drooping moustache and long dark hair stands, smoking a pipe. He readjusts his crumpled hat when he sees me. I perceive no anomaly in his aura, which means that he is not under the thrall of any of my kin.

As usual, I do not use Charm. Instead, I invade his personal space and force him to take a step back when he realizes that he is a head shorter than me.

“Well well well young sir, what do I hear? You want to divert our expedition? Well, that will not do, that will not do at all.”

“Ma’am, for matter of national sec — “

“You do not have the authority to stop us. You do not have that right unless you suspect criminal activity. Do you suspect me of being a criminal, my boy?”

“Well, no…”

“So here is what will happen. We will leave you three crates of fresh vegetables and seasoned jerky, not as a gift you understand, against a formal letter from you that you acknowledge the reception of said supplies. I will even throw…”

I lean forward conspiratorially.

“A small bag of arabica beans, prime quality. Then, tomorrow morning, my men and I will ride out into the unknown with your blessing. If you attempt to stop us we will not comply and you will have to arrest all of us and imprison us in your fort.”

“I am certain that — “

“If this happens I assure you that you will be dishonorably discharged within a fortnight and that you will never again hold a commission in any of the armed forces of the continent. I hope I am making myself clear, dearie.”

“Well, this is most irregular! Madam, with all due respect to you as a member of the fairer sex…”

“Shhhhhh,” I interrupt, placing my finger over his lips to his flustered, blushing confusion.

“Sh sh sh. Hush,” I tell him with a genial smile, “nothing good ever came after those words. Hush now, there’s a good lad. Think of the coffee, sit your pretty bottom on the nearest chair and just… let go. Hush now. There, there.”

I pat him on the shoulder and leave.

“Remember what I said dearie, and have a pleasant night. Ta ta!”

The convoy departs the next morning without incident. On a related note, I need more coffee.
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The grim sergeant’s retelling of our encounter amuses the soldiers for another two days as we cross the empty plains. Unfortunately, their mood plummets when we reach the destination I saw in the rogue’s memory. The mercenary sergeant enters my safe carriage a little past midday carrying dire news.

“Milady, we have reconnoitered the area and found the remains of a village. It was treated… cruelly.”

I ask him a few more questions but decide to wait until night to see the battlefield with my own eyes.

“Stay put, sergeant. We will inspect the camp ourselves.”

“By yourselves you mean you and your… hidden associates?” the man asks.

I smile and let him see a hint of fang.

“That is correct. You have fulfilled your part of the mission.”

“Will you require blood, perhaps?” he asks. I feel no fear in his heart.

“No, thank you. We found a raiding party yesterday.”

“I see. Well then, take care.”
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Any doubt about our nature is dispersed when we exit the carriage in heavy armor. The sergeant frowns at my hair, suddenly more blonde than before, but my face is thankfully hidden behind a mask and so my ability should remain hidden this time. A Rosenthal mercenary will not betray the trust of their employer anyway, therefore I have no need to eliminate the potential witnesses.

We leave at a fast pace. The plain is so vast and empty today that one only has to open their eyes to see the remains of a sprawling village on the edge of a small lake. All of the remaining tents have been destroyed but the most striking feature of the carnage is the field of pony corpses littering an entire side of the abandoned locale. As we approach, more elements become clear.

The village was attacked by a group wielding firearms as the rotting bodies of warriors we come upon attest. This close, the stench of decay is so thick and cloying that it eclipses everything else. Swarms of flies and the caws of buzzards hide the music of the night and I find myself shocked not at the dead Comanches we are seeing, but at the methodical fashion in which everything was mowed down. Even the potteries and sacks were not spared the brutal punishment. Despite the dreadful attack, it appears that a significant portion of the population managed to escape as we find plenty of horse and human tracks leading north. The most recent ones show several thick carriage wheels, which means that the assailants were probably white people. The three of us circle the camp again.

“This band was successful until someone fell on them like a brick wall, Mistress, beg your pardon. Look at those bags. Military supplies bags, those are. They probably raided a fort.”

“Or took down a patrol, we would have heard about a fort. I agree with your assessment.”

I point at a pile of goods. I see a makeup kit, needles, and velvety fabric next to a mirror that now lies broken. Other civilized goods pop out here and there. Some of the discarded clothes and furniture are quite valuable which tells me that the pursuers did not come for plunder. It could be revenge, or it could be that Benoit finally found his quarry.

“Do you think the new vampires raided settlements?”

“Possible. If this is what happened, it might explain how Benoit found Ako. He merely had to follow reports of devastating night raids.”

“How did he even figure out that there was a Progenitor?” Urchin asks.

I shrug. We can figure it out later.

“Before we leave, I want to check one last thing.”

We circle the camp, seeing that some of the dead horses also carry saddles and horseshoes of American make. I soon find what I was expecting. A trail of warrior’s bodies ends at a line of heavy tracks still flattening parts of the tall grasses. I find rectangular, discarded casings on the ground.

“They have gatling guns.”

“Does it matter to us?”

“No, but our escort must be warned.”

“I shall do so, Mistress. You and John can go ahead.”
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Our pursuit takes the better part of the night. We start finding graves at the edge of abandoned camps as well as more dead Comanches and their horses. Those are warriors, not civilians like before and I suspect a running battle took place. Shallow graves with crosses on top confirms that the pursuers are from my side of the frontier. I know with certitude that the pursuer is a vampire and most likely Benoit. A party of this size could not have repulsed a Progenitor at night, even one weakened by youth and fledglings. Our only saving grace is that the battle was long and time-consuming. It is slightly past midnight when I see the first fires on the horizon. They dot the plains, forming two light islets on that everlasting green sea of undulating grass. The first is small and disciplined. The second is wider, larger, but also dimmer. It does not take a strategist to guess that the pursuers are winning. The Comanches left their first encampments in a hurry. They must be starving by now.

I hide my aura while Urchin and John suppress theirs with some effort. I use the darkness spell to cover our entrance even more. Fortunately, our approach remains undetected until we are quite close and I see why.

Those are Benoit’s men. The Roland lord himself stands at the front of an encampment, inside a ring of torches with three masters by his side. Four courtiers stand guard at regular intervals, including one who faces us but whose empty gaze reveals a deep mental fatigue. For now, Benoit seems focused on the scene ahead and has not detected us.

“What should we do, Miss Ari?” John whispers.

I could try to negotiate with Ako, though the loot in his camp shows how much he values my race. Young vampires tend to keep attachments to their blood and groups. It takes some time before the attachment fades. He would have no reason to believe that Benoit and I are not on the same side.

Yes, it would be tricky.

That is why I shall not do so. Benoit has kept the Progenitor and his remaining fledglings, if there are any, at bay, and I can taste his essence. I can taste all of their essences. The path to follow is as obvious as it is seductive.

“You will wait here and engage the courtiers when battle is joined.”

“Understood.”

I keep moving, alone this time, and stop at the edge of the circle. The sentry finally senses that something is wrong and frowns lightly. The poor prey gives me a delectable expression of unmitigated horror when I drop the spell and appear only four paces in front of him, in full regalia. I believe I shall cherish this memory for years to come and, to express my gratitude, I salute him with a nod as I pass him by. Cries of dismay greet me on my slow walk throughout the camp, not the least because of the absolutely glacial aura that sends the mortals reeling. I see the gatling guns protected and arrayed to my right. A group of mages in a protective circle stand to my left, whispering with confusion. Benoit feels me and turns immediately. His surprise is replaced by fear and then by arrogance when he recognizes me.

I stop in front of the lord at the end of my casual stroll. He does look respectable in full plate, his handsome face hidden behind a helm. A bloodied great sword hangs behind his back, a sign that battle has already been joined tonight. His aura covers and protects the three masters by his side. I see a woman in a wizard’s embroidered robe covered in runes, a warrior with a massive flail, and a last man in darker armor wielding a rapier and dagger. They take a step back. The courtiers group around the gatling guns. Meanwhile, the armed mortals all take their distance, an amusing yet ultimately vain exercise. If they had a bit of common sense they would be running as fast as their legs can carry them, but the herd instinct has prevailed.

“Oh, I did see the report on your return, Ariane of the Nirari. And you came alone? A little risky, I think.”

I smile and do not answer.

“I fear that I am unwilling to share this prize. First come, first served,” he continues.

“I will admit that I admire your courage, Benoit. You are ready to wager all of your standing, all of your possessions in a single hunt for one of the handfuls of entities that we should still fear. Bravo.”

“There is much power in a lord, as you will discover. And after that I will have some questions for you, such as how you found me, and after that, why, I believe that some of my acquaintances in Mask might be delighted to see you again. They were frustrated to see you go, last time. I shall be the pivot of this meeting and many more after. Do you know what I can obtain in exchange for a Progenitor?”

Oh, he does love the sound of his own voice, but I can wait no longer. The frustration of the past months is finally catching up to me at a most auspicious moment.

“I no longer care about your motives, Benoit. Politics, power plays, they only exist here as abstract background to the matter at hand. I did not want to speak to negotiate or question. I just wanted to say thank you.”

Benoit is taken aback, I think? Not that it matters. I let go of my aura. I unleash it and let it flow around and through the others. I allow it to seep through the cracks of reality and at the edge of all that vitality and power. Benoit’s eyes widen behind the medieval helmet because he knows and understands the implication, but it is too late. Too late! I am already in the middle of the camp where he thought he had me cornered. No one corners a Devourer. We thrive in the thick of carnage. This is where we belong and this is where we are at our most unstoppable.

“Thank you for invading my land and killing my people. Thank you for stealing and destroying what I held dear. Thank you for striking me so ruthlessly and, from the bottom of my black heart, thank you for coming here. This lost place is so far from any information network that anything that happens here, if reported, will be taken as nothing but fables. Here we stand like at the dawn of time when the elder city emerged from the sands and our kind came into being. We do not need to hide here, Benoit, we are entirely free. We can let go. We can be ourselves, fully ourselves, in all our furious, blood-soaked glory. You called me and I am here, Benoit. Now show me your fangs and your claws and your rage. Let us break the world together. You are a rock and upon this rock I shall build my legacy as the first and only Devourer War Lady.

Magna.

ARQA.”

My world is a sphere.

Thorns rip the earth asunder. They rise to the sky, sending men and weapons flying, shredding, mangling. What was a plain is now a deep and treacherous forest writhing under an alien sky and the purple, curious gaze of the Watcher. They experience this apotheosis just as they die to feed it, my captive little things, my prey. Essence flows and vitality drips from so many obsidian nails and there cannot be enough, there can never be enough. I need more. MORE.

“SHATTER AND FALL.”

Every drop of power feeds the Magna Arqa. Its area of effect is still much smaller than it was when I faced Octave, and yet I can feel it growing yet again. I am not done growing. I just need more PREY.

Benoit attacks the roots. Futile. The Master with a flail rolls under a lashing root so I can pin him like an insect and grab his head. Reveal the throat. Consume until all is ASH. A blue flash and I spot the Master in her robe running. So soon?

“Heartseeker.”

The Devourer signature spell sends dark arrows hissing through the air. They catch her in the back, in the leg. They turn her flesh dry and desiccated. She falls.

“Noooo.”

“YES.”

My allies come. John and Urchin have engaged the Courtiers guarding the Gatling guns. I let them. USEFUL WARRIORS. Something could emerge if I willed it, to help them, and I do so. I dive deep into the maze of twisting roots and spot a hint of white marble statue, of an insectile humanoid hybrid wielding long claws. It swipes a shrieking mortal. Oh, the Herald, one of the prizes of my collection. More essence. More life. I feel the mages huddling under their protective circle and spitting fire as if their pathetic flame could ignite the primeval nightmare. I sprint to them, roots parting to let me through, embracing me. They are mine.

“Shield breaker.”

I punch the protection with my gauntlet and let the spell and the Watcher’s deleterious energies spread through the construct. It falls to pieces almost immediately and leaves the mages defenseless. They are caught by the tide and by me. I drink an old man dry. I walk to the next. Loth’s armor makes every step a statement.

Benoit finally understands that attacking the roots is pointless. Whatever he destroys will just regrow in time and it is barely worth the effort. He jumps and squeezes between the appendages, seeking me. Perfect timing. I give him the illusion that I do not know where everything is in my domain. He cleaves down with his sword. I let the edge slide against Rose with amused ease. Our eyes meet.

“You fucking Devourer monsters.”

“WE ARE ALL MONSTERS. I AM BETTER AT IT.”

Benoit screams and strikes in a deluge of attacks that I deflect and dodge, moving back and creating a thorn funnel around him. He realizes. Too late. He disengages, the pathetic weakling.

“Promethean.”

The chains Constantine invented surge from my gauntlets in starving snakes of reddish blood essence. Benoit finds himself trapped and strikes them down with a great overhead strike. It leaves him exposed for a lunge. Rose bites deeply into his chest, slightly below the heart. Benoit is forced to push the weapon down lest I finish him off here and now. The blade bites deep. The roots close around him.

“Enough of this. Magna Arqa!”

Benoit takes slow, careful steps forward but where the roots used to give him pause, they now slide helplessly against his pitted armor. I strike him and find Rose deflected by ever-more powerful strikes. Interesting! This is not an avatar type but an effect that will stop, I suppose, at the end of his stroll.

The gait accelerates and I abuse my reach to keep lashing at him. He manages to block most strikes and I feel his speed increasing, yet I am still faster and slightly out of reach. I entertain myself by testing him and keeping an eye on the last master who thinks himself hidden. Nothing is hidden from me in my forest.

The speed keeps increasing. All Roland lords have an absurd willpower, a perseverance that extends the duration of their Magna Arqas past what any other bloodline can achieve. Except, of course, for mine. I consumed so many of them. Nevertheless, I do not underestimate him and increase my focus. The roots at the edge of the thorn forest grow indolent and unresponsive, not that it matters since their prizes are drained and lifeless. Benoit accelerates further as he pushes me back and the forest moves with me out of the camp. I move around him, forcing him to perform abrupt turnarounds but it does not seem to negatively impact his speed. It does, however, impact his patience.

“Stop running!”

“Stomp and moan your fill. Then I DEVOUR YOU,” I retort.

I stand my ground more and more, pushing his devastating strikes away with a flurry of blows, deflecting and dodging while lashing out. Most of my attacks do little more than chip the armor, and yet he takes them as a personal affront.

“You dare!”

“I dare.”

We approach a climax. For a moment, I let him believe that I can be overwhelmed. A final lunge pushes me back, seemingly destabilized.

The enemy master emerges from behind a root and strikes.

I smirk and cast the combat’s first mirage spell. The illusion catches the two fighters off guard while a root props me back up and on the offensive.

“Promethean.”

The spell and a strike from Rose disable the master and I dive under a root as the forest rises to prevent Benoit’s passage. The lord rages against the obstacles, in vain. They close around him like a prison. He smashes his weapon repeatedly. Every blow cuts a root and costs me energy but I can see his Magna Arqa unravel.

“Caught in a trap of your own making,” I idly comment.

“Shut up! Show yourself you coward!”

Benoit strikes at what he thinks is me. His sword shatters the shield and arm of a new statue I extracted from my domain. Loth’s face plate turns to him in all its marble-like glory and the lord stops in his tracks. This allows me to lop his right arm off in one blow.

I ignore his cries of pain and supplication while I peel off the helmet to reveal the tender skin underneath. He blabbers about threats and deals but we are past those, we are so far past those that I do not stop for a single second. After all, I have a prize to claim.

Benoit tastes of ambition and scheme. He was powerful and cunning but he was also arrogant. That is why I did not underestimate him and that is why I notified Sephare of my actions. One cannot stand alone in this world.

My Magna Arqa fades. We stand in the plain with the wrecked remains of the camp in the distance. I walk back to John and Urchin waiting patiently by the bound and insensate bodies of the fallen fledglings. John stands like a hero with his titanic warhammer hanging over a shoulder while Urchin lazily spins knives between his fingers, switching and moving them with his power in a hypnotizing display. They are quite pleased with themselves and they deserve to be. They took four foes with no apparent wounds. An impressive performance.

“Well done, you two. Take the two surviving Masters and bind them as well. I will negotiate with our new bloodline.”

I keep walking calmly to the Comanche camp in the distance. I hear the heartbeats of human scouts in the distance, foolishly away from their camp. Many fall back when they spot me. I do not hide my approach. In fact, I should advertise it more.

“Let there be light.”

Ghostly purple orbs appear above my pauldrons, bathing me, and only me, in their radiance. I take my time as I approach my destination and spot horses and mortals in various stages of despair. Those people are thin, exhausted. They teeter at the edge of surrender. They merely need a little nudge.

Truly, Benoit paved the way for me.

And truly, I owe the Bingles yet another breakthrough. Is this a symbiotic relationship?

It does not take long for Ako to show himself. He is a tall, handsome man with high cheekbones and a dark glare. I feel a smidgen of sympathy for his overly long hair, which he will have to braid for as long as he lives. He is almost naked. Only scraps of fabric still cling to his muscular frame over long stains of congealed black blood. The fledglings behind him are in marginally better physical shape but their faces show a deep suffering. They must have figured out that not all experiences were good to share, and that enough agony members can lead to a devastated community.

Ako grumbles a few words in his native language. I ignore him.

“Speak the true tongue, I know you can do it.”

More agitated words I’d wager are insults and threats. His voice is gravelly, tired.

“You are too close to your mortal kin. It will not last.”

He refuses to communicate. Ah, well.

“Suit yourself. Magna Arqa.”

The thorns catch all of the fledglings while I advance to engage the weakened warrior. He grabs a throwing axe from behind his back and hurls it at me with great energy. Of course, the movement lacks the fluidity immortals are capable of and I easily catch it in my gauntleted hand. Feathers and charms adorn the shaft. Oh, a local production. How quaint.

“Shred.”

The full-powered disruptive spell cracks the axe which falls to pieces between my armored fingers. I keep moving forward and cut the shaft of a spear. A native warrior shoots a glowing arrow at me from afar. I let it plink uselessly against my chest and retaliate with a blood bolt that destroys his knee. Ako charges me. He jumps in the air and kicks me in the chest with both feet.

I let him.

We almost never jump, except to dodge. A vampire in the air cannot change trajectory, and a predictable fighter is a dead one. His naked feet impact my braced form with no discernible result except pushing him away. I slice both of his calves before he can land again and watch him crawl away from me. He was losing against Benoit. He does not stand a chance against me. Worse, he is fighting like a mortal. Weak. Clumsy. Bound by limitations that he should have shed, not that I can blame him since no one could show him the way.

“I have come to accept your surrender.”

He is still defiant. I take control of all the thorns around his fledglings and squeeze.

The pain wracks him so I squeeze them more. He rolls on the ground in agony. Ah, yes. I remember a time when pain terrified me, long before the sight of the Accords’ fortress basement made me want to pull on my fingers and count them. I kneel by his side and grab him by the neck, twisting one of his arms behind him.

“I know you understand the tongue. You will surrender to me or I will kill all of your men one by one while you watch, and then, I will kill you last. My kin have slain Progenitors before. I have no qualms expanding the list.”

“You black-clad devil. Leave us alone.”

“I will start with the pretty girl with the stolen cavalry saber.”

Ako stops struggling against my hold. I can feel the power in his limbs. They do not matter. He is trapped.

“What good would it do? Why would I choose an eternity of slavery to ‘taibo’ like you over a warrior’s death?”

“We look after our own. If the land you tread officially belongs to a white man we control, it is truly yours. We can offer you a future for your people. Or you can choose your warrior’s death and I will drain you dry here and now.”

He does not hesitate and I can see the true despair crawling under the surface of his thoughts.

“If you speak the truth then I accept. I will join your community. You had better not be lying.”

“I have no need to lie to you, Ako. Oh, and another thing. You will join my faction. In fact, I believe that I will take my tribute immediately.”

It has been a few years since I last tasted a Progenitor. I bend down and bite.


164 Liberation, Opus One 


In the Accords chamber below Boston’s fortress, Constantine’s arcane display moves more than all the participants put together. The Wardens stand like statues, each influential and powerful enough to devastate an army — or buy it — each holding back by tradition and the knowledge that there are other monsters around. Despite our restraints, we still play our games, starting with our appearance.

Every lock of hair, every understated jewel and custom-made ribbon of fabric speaks of wealth beyond wealth, a display of taste that only those who never consider the price can fully appreciate. Even Ako is no exception despite his recent induction. The Comanche chief still wears leather, forrester clothes, but now the fabric is calfskin and linen. Unfortunately for him, his distaste of our assembly is plain as day. The rest of us have had decades to learn how to hide behind a smile.

“Fellow Wardens, it is my honor to introduce Ako, Progenitor and Warden of Kansas,” Jarek says with his deep, gravelly voice. His sober introduction sets the tone for the rest of the meeting. I almost expected the Progenitor to be shunned, yet it appears that his nature grants him some manner of leeway. My peers and I ignore his hostile glares and outward shows of boredom while Sephare explains his special status.

I was a poor contender for the formation of dear young Ako. As a young woman from another tribe, I bear the resemblance of a victim, which suits me fine when hunting but does not translate to respect during training. As much as it would have amused me to destroy Ako’s expectations, Jarek has much more experience making young upstarts fall in line. It also helps that he is possibly the third highest elevation in Texas, and that he can outpunch a freight train traveling at full speed. I have first hand experience in the matter, so to speak.

In any case, his tutoring has borne fruit. Ako has taken to combat training like a fish to water and he also agreed to stop making fledglings for now. I believe that the blood strain on his tribe has already shown him the errors of his way. A nation of cattle is a dead one.

Unfortunately, Ako does not trust us at all. Fresh supplies, including food, has helped us, but he finds himself in a peculiar situation. All of the emergent bloodlines either found themselves in a power vacuum, or in contact with older clans that shared cultural elements with them. Ako is unique in the way that he has to integrate with a community representing cultural groups with whom he was previously at war. It takes time for us to grow old enough to identify ourselves with other vampires, not the population that gave birth to our mortal self. Ako does not just find himself having to work with strangers, but he has to do so at a time when his original kin find themselves on the business end of progress.

I feel a bit of sympathy for him, not in truth of course, but on an intellectual level. I believe that a mild appreciation for Progenitors is part of our instincts. After all, I have considered deposing Constantine and even torturing him a little bit, but I never seriously planned on killing him. The same goes for Ako. He will be protected, but that should not stop a smidgen of friendly ribbing so when his eyes meet mine, I smile and show him all of my fangs, which makes him flinch. The delicious youngling.

His essence is peculiar and when I focus on it, I merely feel a sense of great distance, which indicates that all my kin currently walk another continent. Or at least, I hope so. Soon enough, the introduction stops and Constantine has a new seat added to the ever-expanding table. Ako looks impressed, for once. The flowing stone of the thrones and central table are certainly one of Constantine’s best works. After the remote-controlled battle golem, I should say.

“Thank you. I would like to invite Warden Nirari to share her report on the recent implementation of the Supernatural Task Force. Lady Nirari, you have the floor.”

I rise and feel the full attention of the others on me. Lady Nirari was used before, as a courtesy. Now, it is owed.

“Thank you. As of March of this year, The Supernatural Task Force is the mandated law enforcement agency charged with handling any and all criminal matters involving spells and spellcasters. This covers both the tools used to commit the crime and the crime itself, but not mutated animals or werewolves. Those depend on special ranger offices. I am pleased to announce that the infiltration of their ranks by White and Red Cabal members has been completed, with at least one member per office in all but the most distant hamlets.”

I wave my gauntlet and the table between us shifts like sand under a strong wind. A map of North America emerges, with numbers written next to several major cities of the United States.

“After two months of operation, I can confirm the trend we all expected. The numbers you see represent cases assigned to the newly made forces. As you can see, it is quite significant. We believe that many of those cases are assigned in error and the overall number will decrease as local civilian authorities better understand the limits of magic. In the meanwhile, a combination of high workload, animosity from police forces, fear from the general population, and mistrust by their superiors have left those who applied disabused and frustrated. Keep in mind that the recruits we have not seeded were mostly idealists. This development should allow us to obtain information easily since their loyalty is low.”

A warden lifts a hand in a sign that he wishes to ask a question. He is a Canadian Roland, one who is mostly unaligned but often votes alongside my faction. Canada appears to be following a much harder line right now, so he may be looking into ways to improve the situation for his followers.

“Yes?”

“What benefits does this bring that you would spend that much effort?”

“By facilitating the task force, we will reinforce their image as a necessary evil in the eyes of reluctant populations rather than a group to be systematically exterminated. This is especially valid in the south where reactionary forces are already in play to neuter the consequences of emancipation. The mage population is our buffer. The more human they appear, the less likely the government will resort to complete cleansing. On the other hand, they will also help us regulate the many spell-casting outlaws bound to come up as more and more people with minor gifts realize their true potential.”

“You believe that spellcasting outlaws will rise in prevalence?”

“Absolutely. Recognized mages are unofficially barred from all major offices. When the mages become aware that they are being discriminated against, many will choose the only path to wealth and power still available to them.”

“Crime.”

I nod.

“We must maintain a subtle balance between acceptability and alienation. Too far into alienation and pyres will turn the sky red. Too much acceptance and the supernatural task force will see their job as a way to escape the social stain while their own population see them as traitors. Neither outcome is desirable.

“Our campaign of disinformation has made our existence close to a myth and we should strive to keep it that way, reach a new equilibrium.”

“What of the werewolves? Their existence opens the door to questions. If they exist, then other species might exist as well.”

“Werewolves are cursed humans. It is what they are and how they have been presented. The discovery of the Fae would pose a greater risk for us.”

The lord nods. Others ask more questions, mostly legal details and local specificities. I expect a lot of letters and correspondence in the near future. It is fortunate that I was granted a staff to handle most of the information exchange, or the workload would have been simply too much. The same goes for finance. The burden on covens has increased exponentially, to the point that the Accords have become pretty much a shadow government. Now I need to sacrifice a portion of my income just for taxes! Ugh. Thank the Watcher for Rosenthal ‘creative’ accounting. Because of them, I have added ‘tax evasion’ to my long litany of misdeeds. Our aggressive grab on all sorts of frontier and post-war assets really came as a windfall.

After me, Lord Ceron of the Cadiz advocates more funding for the various safe havens we are building in the wilderness for our followers and us, should the worst come to pass. I reluctantly vote in favour and soon the council ends. We line out, coming to the surface shortly after.

The air of early summer night greets me in all its complexity. Our fortress hugs the Charles river to the north and its muddy smell mingles with that of flowers Steward Wilhelm affectionately cultivates. Beyond that comes the vast swell of humanity and more distant, the Atlantic ocean. It almost tastes like home now after all those years despite my painful first memories. I walk out onto the inner courtyard with John joining me. Our Masters and Courtiers lounge on benches and balustrades with the grace and affectation of a well-rehearsed choreography. Everyone pretends, although we are all aware of it, for to stop is to remove oneself from the only true community left to us. I smile at calculated curtseys, nod at measured greetings. This waltz is much preferable to the alternative when so many touchy predators gather in the same spot. I convince myself of this while exchanging names with a young fledgling. By the Watcher, was I so bleary-eyed at her age? She looks like someone woke her up with a bucket of cold water to the face.

I finally make my way to the main path in the hope of visiting Wilhelm’s flower garden of rare and mysterious essences, when I feel Jarek’s domineering aura approaching me. Courtiers part before the human-shaped icebreaker while I turn with a polite smile. Jarek’s aura projection was a courteous request to stop and, for him, I shall always oblige. The Natalis greets me with a rumble and a grin.

“Lady Nirari, we have not had the time to catch up since your return!”

“We have both been busy, Lord Jarek. How may I help you?”

His grin only widens.

“I want to see what you learned, of course! And since you are a Lady, I can be more… myself.”

As if summoned, Wilhelm of the Erenwald practically runs to us with all the gravitas he can summon, which is not much with the way he worries his blond beard.

“No wild fights on property! You will make your way to the designated dueling grounds and for the love of the Eye, no Magna Arqa from either of you. The masonry is entirely off-limits. Am I being clear?”

I shrug and move while Jarek assures our host that, no, we will not use his beloved trees as blunt instruments and that is a promise. The news of our spar bounces from group to group. We soon acquire a tail.

The dueling grounds themselves result from a truce between Jarek and Wilhelm. The Natalis powerhouse has an unfortunate tendency to destroy trees during practice fights and there is no telling which specific one Wilhelm considers as his. As a result, a thicket was cut down on the south-west side of the manor to accommodate an arena of sorts with the understanding that combat would be confined to its limits. Casual combat, that is. We conduct ritual duels in an enchanted underground arena.

“No Magna Arqa, no armor.”

“I will use magic,” I warn the tall man as I fasten my gauntlet. I am not going toe to toe with that mountain without some sort of edge. Conquered essence can only carry me so far.

“Of course!” Jarek says, uncaring.

“No breaking the windows!” Wilhelm complains from behind a line of spectators.

“Ready?”

I barely have time to assent before Jarek rushes forward, fists materializing on his massive hands.

He is nothing if not consistent.

Since I fully expected it, I take a step back and to the side while whipping Rose out. The unexpected movement sends the tip exactly where the massive lord’s throat is. He tilts his head and the blade merely slices his cheek. Another sidestep takes me away from his downward follow-up jab and the dance is on. I attack mercilessly to prevent myself from being overwhelmed. Jarek’s style is heavy and powerful - not as precise as Octave but designed to work with his Magn Arqa. He merely needs a glancing blow. A small opening is enough. As long as Jared connects, the next hook will connect harder, then the next, until his opponent is paste on the ground. I move by half-steps to keep ahead when I realize that he is more defensive than usual, much more, and I realize why.

He does not wear armor. Neither do I. We would probably both prefer to keep our clothes intact.

So I aim exclusively for his head. He mimics me and it turns into a game. Even his fists are not enough to protect all of it while I have no shield. We exchange long sequences during which we try to outmaneuver or overwhelm each other. It does not help that we are very familiar with each other’s style.

Jarek accelerates. I expected it. I already saw him move at his full speed, after all, and find that I can match it. He is strong, so strong, but at the moment he thinks he has me, I cast my first mirage.

The fugacious spell leaves an illusory version of me going to the left while I dive right. To his credit, Jarek does not hesitate. He attempts to strike both at once and I use his weaker position to launch a counter, which he blocks at the very last moment. He is now on the backfoot, dodging high and low a series of powerful strikes. I soon corner him on a side of the arena and we exchange flurries of blows with neither combatant crushing the other. Beautiful and exciting. I lose myself in the deadliest dance, no longer trying to kill him but just trying to win our little contest without breaking the rules. It does not work. Jarek is much more nimble than I ever realized simply because he never had to display much agility before. There was no need. The spar turns frantic and I realize that I will not win the normal way, so I do not try.

A last vicious exchange reaches its paroxysm and I am at my limit. At the last possible moment, I turn aside and lunge under a jab, scoring a second gash on his face. He adjusts his punch, of course, and my head whips back under the power of the blow. I recover just in time to see a devastating uppercut coming. Twisting, I grab Rose with two hands and cleave down.

The impact of the two soul weapons sends a shockwave rippling through the dust we raised. I find my own smile mirrored in the old monster’s grin. He does love a good match and there are few who can push him like I can, now that I have ascended. I cannot wait to face him at full strength.

We pull back by common agreement and wipe our faces of the blood we shed. Polite applause welcomes our impromptu performance. Some of the mortals are particularly enthusiastic, even though the fight cannot have lasted more than two minutes and they probably missed most of the action.

“A splendid performance,” Constantine comments. He had joined the assembly, carefully masking his aura not to distract us. Ako is here as well, looking pensive and, perhaps, a little bit envious. Jarek’s desire to test me again stems from his unending battle lust, but his decision to do so publicly is a gesture of help. By allowing me to display my prowess, he cemented my position as a force to be reckoned with. Martial might remains important to us despite our outward courteous dealings. Now, everyone knows that the Accords have gained another heavy hitter.

The Natalis lord and I salute before he clasps his heavy bear mitt on my shoulder which I allow despite the cavalier nature of the gesture. He means well.

“Good show! But you must come south to visit so we can see if you wield your Magna Arqa as easily as those fancy illusions. And bring your two acolytes, they could use some practice as well.”

“Now that the situation calmed down somewhat, I am sure that I can make the time.”

“Good! And we can go crash some Integrists night meetings. They love those!”

“Oh, I would be delighted,” I assure him, then we turn to accept congratulations. I expected to spend another tedious fifteen minutes playing the princess, but Wilhelm unexpectedly pulls me aside and invites me into his office, where a hot cup of coffee awaits me. I thank him and take a sip while he explains the reason for his summon. Wilhelm is an interesting Steward of the Fortress. As suave as he can be with guests, he becomes inexplicably flustered when he needs to ask a favour. Sometimes, I believe that he would rather fend off an irate lady than ask another coven’s Courtier for a one night mission.

“I am faced with an unusual situation. We have a large economical presence in Boston as you well know. Recently, a toy maker by the name of Smith has enchanted the market with new and expertly made designs that caused quite a stir. The small mortals like it.”

“You can say children.”

“Well, yes. Them. In any case, his fame has been profitable. Unfortunately, Smith must have some issue because he requested you by name.”

Suspicion immediately fills my heart, but Wilhelm must have anticipated it because he opens a palm in a gesture of appeasement.

“We investigated. Apparently, you assisted one of his relatives years ago with a family matter.”

“I have solved many family matters, some of them decisively.”

“And that is why we reserved judgement on his claims. Smith has been reluctant to share the details with our envoy. I would really appreciate it if you could talk to the man and see what he wants. It is no obligation and I would normally not bother you with such an errand were it not for his public presence.”

I nod and shrug. I find myself in a lull between crises right now and needed to get to town to order new dresses anyway.

“Give me the address and let us see what this man wants. It is as they say, the reward for good work is always more work.”
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The plush toy shop is still open by some miracle, or rather it is not, but a light burns behind the drawn curtains. The toys themselves show an expert hand with puppy-eyed designs and exquisitely made articulations, and yet some details bother me. I detect a hint of alienness in them. A pointy ear, a fluffy piece of white fabric cut into a slightly too sharp fang. The effect only appears under certain angles and to those who pay attention. A daring artistic choice, and perhaps nothing more. Nevertheless, my mood goes from relaxed to alert.

I knock on the door and receive a hesitant ‘come in’. Behind the curtain, the modest shop extends under the yellow radiance of a gas lamp. Shelves line half of the room before a door that leads deeper inside. An ancient clock ticks the seconds away, in tune with the soft whisper of fabric. I look and see an old man with a shock of white hair hard at work behind the counter. He appears to be sewing together a knight in shining red armor, his heart beating peacefully away. The mortal looks up and shows two tired brown eyes, widened by apprehension when he recognizes me. He is clean-shaven, which is an unusual choice around here, and his clothes and apron are well-ironed. I approach and sniff the air. What curious aromas! I have to control myself so I do not show any reaction.

The man puts the toy down with long, delicate fingers and the care of a father. He sighs his nervousness away and finally faces me.

As he is about to talk, a door farther in opens with a creak. I heard a tiny heartbeat and so I am not surprised when a young boy shuffles in timidly under the disapproving glare of the old man.

“Michael, I told you to go to sleep.”

“But grandpa, I want to know as well.”

The old man’s expression softens. He hesitates and casts a glance in my direction. I would indulge them but my time is rather short and besides, I would rather get to the point.

I slowly clap. And I speak in Likaean.

“Yes yes, a very touching performance, you scandalous scoundrel. I am awed as always.”

The old man pales.

“Miss?”

“You always did smell like a field under the July sun, but even then, how could I believe the family charade when you have a corpse in the wardrobe? I can taste the rot and preservatives from here.”

The old man’s expression turns into a scowl.

“I told you to seal it,” he accuses his ‘grandson’ in Likaean as well.

“Ah, oops?” the ‘boy’ says, revealing needle-like teeth. The childish demeanor and size stay but his eyes turn the black of a bottomless pit. He saunters to the wardrobe and opens it, revealing an exact copy of the old man in front of me, only clearly dead for a while and… stuffed? The cadaver’s eyeballs have been replaced by crimson rose blooms.

“Charming,” I announce.

“I thought you might like it!” Makyas of the Court of Keyholes exults.

“Tacky,” the ‘old man’ complains. He exhales and his hair turns a golden blond while his eyes take the hue of amber. The older traits melt into a devastating, angular face with the smile of an angel hiding the mind of a demon.

“Hello there, poppet. It has been far too long.”

“Yes yes, Sinead, I am sure that you are positively delighted. Is it you who summoned me here or the dearly departed?”

“Why me, naturally. Old Man Smith has been dead for, what, a month?”

“And you stuffed and mounted him as a prank?”

“I blame Makyas and his strange hobbies.”

“Old Man Smith was really affectionate,” the fake boy explains with the candor of a child sharing his day.

“A bit too affectionate with other children, you see? So I lured him into an alley and shoved my thumbs into his sockets. Gross! But fun.”

“Ugh. Why would you ever do that? Best way to get vitreous all over your face.”

“I have a lot of experience! And vitreous is really tasty.”

“His court regularly asks payment in eyeballs,” Sinead adds helpfully.

“They’re squishy and delicious!”

“To each their own I suppose,” I grumble. Icky.

“Now, why did you two troublemakers come to my little corner of the world?” I ask with a voice that drips with disgust.

“Look at her,” Sinead complains, “too young to have lived through ten Fae seasons and already jaded. Ah, the debutantes these days.”

“You complain a lot for someone who is practically cradle-robbing,” Makyas objects.

“I certainly hope that this comment did not refer to me…”

“It did!”

“... and I would like to know the reason for your presence here, if you do not mind.”

Sinead struts from behind the counter with the grace of a ballet dancer. He stops in front of me and curtseys like a European court animal. An old one. When they still had more kings with their heads intact.

“I need a little assistance,” the rogue admits.

“Of course you do,” I scoff, “you only ever show up when you need my help. What is it this time? Piracy? Arson? Are we killing the president?”

“None of that, just a little bit of larceny in preparation for the real deal.”

“The real deal, is it? And you expect me to help you out of the kindness of my black heart?”

“I thought you might because you find me irresistible.”

I huff and cross my arms, thoroughly unimpressed.

“I will have you know that someone else already stole my affection.”

“And I am very good at stealing things back. And besides, poppet, have you forgotten? We Likaeans are…”

His eyes blaze dangerously and, under the weakened shell, I see a glimpse of the fire giant with the hair of gold I once beheld in dreams. The scion of the Court of Summer is still there, buried, chained, and waiting.

“...very seldom possessive.”

“Ooooh bedroom eyes. Is this how you plan on seducing me?”

He considers me with amused pity.

“Oh poppet, you know I seduced you a long time ago.”

I throw a plush at him, which he deftly dodges.

“I am merely waiting for you to grow plump and juicy,” I inform him. “Then I will enjoy your essence with a cup of arabica.”

“Are you two going to fuck?” Makyas asks innocently.

“Language!”

“Come on, poppet. Ask me what I plan to do. You know you cannot resist.”

Well, I should figure it out, if only to protect myself. I sigh.

“I knew you would see reason,” the insufferable man declares. “We will have to proceed carefully for some time. Thirty years at most, a blink of an eye really. And then… we shall commit the greatest, most ambitious heist in the history of this planet. The bards shall sing our praises for eons! All the courts will know our names. Why, we could even be depicted in living statues while we pass into eternity as the greatest liberators who ever lived.”

I lean forward, intrigued despite myself. Sinead spreads his arms like a charlatan at the end of his sales pitch.

“We are going to steal… the Fae.”

“You are going to steal the Fae,” I numbly repeat. “Which ones?”

“Why, all of them at once, of course!”
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It takes me a full minute to recover from that outrageous claim, during which Sinead parades around the shop selling his ‘master plan’.

“It would be absolutely impossible to free the captive Fae by force on a planet where vampires are so powerful, therefore we had two choices. Either we returned alone and notified one of the forces of the Fae planes, leading to an unfortunate invasion of your world and the subsequent extermination of hundreds of thousands of mortals… Worse! We would not be able to take credit. Or we could find an unconventional way to free our people and, thanks to Sivaya, we did! She is not called a genius of the Blue Court for nothing, poppet. She found a way. I cannot go into too much detail as of now, but we will require several items of extreme rarity.”

“So you do not want me for just one thing, you want to retain my help for the next three decades, is that it?”

“Precisely. Ah, it hurts my poor heart to see you less enthused at the prospect than I hoped!”

He performs an annoyingly convincing display of sadness.

“But of course, I would be a fool to demand altruism from someone as influential and busy as you are, poppet. You have grown so much! It is only fair that I would provide a service. Nay, two services!”

“It better be as valuable as you claim.”

“Of course! The first service we shall provide relates to your autonomy. Do you know that… Mask was it? The canny clowns have the New World in their sights?”

“Is Bertrand really this stubborn?” I hiss, but of course he is. He is a Roland.

“Bertrand? Poppet, how many powerful and influential men have you met since we last saw each other?”

“Are you trying to be my lover or my dad?”

“Ouch,” Makyas whispers from the door.

“I beg you, Ariane, never use that comparison again,” Sinead asks more seriously. He shivers. “I am no Prince of Winter.”

“Wait, they favour incest?”

“Could we kindly return to the matter at hand please? I know that you have a daddy complex…”

“HEY!”

“... so I will let it go. To crime! Yes. In order to help you and buy you time, we shall perform a good service. We will trigger a large-scale war between Mask and Eneru.”

I gasp audibly, which shows just how much the preposterous claim shocks me. He has to be lying.

“You cannot be serious.”

“I have absolute confidence that we will succeed. As for the second service, it relates to the liberation itself. The specific method we shall use will rob vampires of their blood canisters, which means that the Europeans will no longer have an edge. In fact, no one will.”

Again, I spot a flash of anger under his calm demeanor. It fades just as quickly.

“Swear to me that this is the truth.”

The Likaean does not hesitate. He places a hand on his heart and stares me right in the eye.

“I, Sinead, prince of Summer, swear on my honor and everything I hold dear that this deal will benefit you in all the ways I mentioned and others I have not. I will add that your safety and happiness are a great concern to me, and that I will never sacrifice you for my goals. In the end, you will not regret this.”

“And in the middle?”

“There might be some mildly unpleasant moments. Nothing that you cannot handle, I am sure. In case this was not clear, I will be closely involved in the whole process. If we fall, we fall together, so you can trust that I will make sure that the odds are stacked in our favour, because I could get captured and I would rather die than go through what my kin are enduring.”

The serious tone tells me that Sinead will go to any length to prevent that from happening. The truth is that I like him. I could claim that accepting the agreement would favour me and that is why I do it, but I would be lying to myself. I am doing it because Sinead asked me to. I do not understand why I appreciate this obvious manipulator, though he certainly taught me much. Ah well.

“Fine. Tell me more about that larceny…”

Sinead’s grin radiates pure joy. I hope I will not regret my decision too much.


165 Larceny 


May 16, 1867

I was more than ready to go out for an evening to accomplish that bit of larceny Sinead mentioned, only to find out that the insufferable cad had taken one month just to prank me, and that the event would take place later that year in Philadelphia. I should honestly not be surprised, because I have always known Sinead is a dilettante and that his perception of time is somewhat skewed.

And so I find myself at the top floor of a comfortable inn overlooking the Delaware river, entrenched in a salon with my coffee and my resentment. The cozy salon and excellent blend do little to distract me from my current circumstances.

“Why, poppet, I thought you might be excited! This is the birthplace of your nation, after all. I promise that we can break into Carpenter’s Hall later tonight,” Sinead offers, regal in a beige suit and waistcoat.

I wonder where he gets money for all his fancy attire seeing as I have never seen him work a day in his life. Swindler. Charlatan!

Oh, he was working.

And he wrote that fanciful book on magical species we are using to muddy the waters about our existence.

I suppose that the Prince of Summer can indeed commit to a task as long as someone suffers from it, or is made a fool. Or loses her virtue! Charlatan!

“First, you have presented yourself as my husband for the very last time or I swear I will consummate our union and by that I mean that I will eat you.”

“But poppet, it is the perfect cover!”

“Second, if you ever allude that we are indeed in some sort of relationship, I will thank you not to flirt with every member of the fairer sex in a two miles radius!”

“Ah, but my dear, consider this, I have not done anything but talk. Now, all those pretty birds swoon for the unattainable, the forbidden fruit that is yours truly while they assume that I ravish you every night. How they must see you with envy!”

“Has this excuse ever worked on anyone?”

“Yes.”

“And that is why mankind should not be allowed to govern themselves. Enough of this. The plan?”

“To business then!”

Sinead struts to an overly decorated desk to retrieve a map, then unrolls it over the gaudy coffee table. The inexplicably rich cad probably picked one of the only inns in the city that chose late baroque as a decorative style. I think that rococo is what happens when someone has too much time and gold paint on their hands.

I glance at the map and sigh heavily.

I remember that the Likaean and I paired up before when planning to rescue his fiancée, and that he was fully capable of pointing a destination on a map. Wait, I am remembering this wrong. He pointed at a general area.

“This is not a plan. You have made a drawing. A very convincing drawing of… is that me in that blue dress?”

Despite my annoyance, I cannot help but stare fixedly at my representation. It is me, as I remember it from so many years ago but… different. The same nose, the same chin. He even managed to catch the shade of blue eyes I saw staring at me so many times in my small mirror, or blurred in the garden’s pond. The Ariane dancing with an unknown man is different. She is supremely confident, with an enchanting smile and a bit of calculation, but that is not all. Her neat clothes and poise evoke a certain purity and innocence I believe I lost on the night I died, yet here I find them, expressed with a tenderness and attention to detail that would have stolen my breath if I still had one.

And it is not the only one.

Instead of a blueprint of a house, Sinead’s plan is a sequence of events drawn across a childish rendition of what a manor looks like to one who has no sense of perspective. Each bubble of planned reality pops on top of another. I receive a ring from an old man with whom I share a smile of deep trust. I walk elegantly to a parked car. Each take shows always the same face but I look so… alive, as alive as Hastings essence and perfect acting could make me.

“Do you like it?” Sinead says, suddenly very close. Too close. He smells like fields under a summer sun.

“Back off. Would it be too difficult to give a proper map of the place?”

“This is a map, poppet. Your reality might be boring and inflexible but I will not allow it to dictate my planning. I am a prince, not an engineer.”

“Well… Fine! Then please do explain the, hmm, steps.”

“Steps! Steps? I am not building stairs, I am telling you a story. Act one! The old professor and his protege visit the Stow household, invited to the party as exotic visitors come from faraway Savannah.”

“There is absolutely nothing exotic in Savannah besides the contents of its river.”

“Psh! Quiet, you blathering mooncalf! How dare you interrupt me after demanding an explanation?”

“Alright! Ugh. Go on then oh storyteller.”

“And you shall be the choir and you shall be quiet until called upon. As I was saying, behold, two strangers bringing gifts and carrying many secrets, but the darkest secrets our hosts shall never learn, for we will away into the night before they can unveil even the first layer. See, this woman, Mary Stow. She carries with her a prize most unwise, a gold ring carrying the armories of the Myrddin clan. It can unlock many more doors than she believes, and so does not belong on her dainty finger. But look! Our charming pair mixes with the guests, turning a great many heads. The professor greets Mary and the ring is gone. He passes it along to his accomplice so that, should he be searched, the treasure might not be found.”

“Can you not just glamour it?”

“Foolish child, do you know how difficult it would be to glamour a stolen magical object in the house of its owner?!”

“Sorry.”

“I could do it, naturally, but trust me when I say that we must take few risks so early in the operation. We will have enough unknowns by the time this is all over. In any case, we shall depart the event in a reasonable time frame so as not to arouse suspicion then retire here for the evening. The Stows serve decent champagne and it would be a shame for me not to partake.”

“And I? Is there anything I should partake of?”

“I sincerely pray that it does not come to this. By the way, I know that vampires do not enjoy make-up or wigs but I was hoping we could come to some… oh.”

I now have wavy dark hair, large chestnut eyes and a soft face.

“A perfect glamour! Physical as well… Impressive for someone your age. It must be innate.”

“Yes, I acquired it in unusual circumstances.”

“A woman of many talents! Why, only a gifted niece could match the genius of one such as I.”

A change of tone warns me and I turn to find myself looking in the bespectacled, wrinkled face of a wide-haired old man, his fantastic beard expanding in silvery bristles.

“Oh. And whose skin might you be wearing?”

“Nothing so crass, Madchen. You have the honor of addressing Herr Professor Friedrich von Pappen. At your service!”

“Kannst du wirklich Deutsch sprechen?”

"Natürlich! I can speak any language that strikes your fancy, ma mignonne. Or did you think that your primitive grunts were beyond me?”

“Ugh. Fine. By the way, could you do this before?”

“Not without a focus. It appears that the alignment of the spheres has led your rigid reality to become a bit more limber, like a widow hiring a young, rustic gardener. Where was I? Oh, yes. Crime! We depart tomorrow.”
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The Stow residence lies on the outskirts of Philly, to the west. I am told that they used to keep another south but the area was overwhelmed by German and Irish immigrants, especially after their famine. It would not do to share space with poor people, I suppose, and so they share it with cows. And goats. I can smell them from the muddy road.

“Are you sure you wish to present yourself as a musician?”

“It would certainly be more believable than as a student of… what is it you study?”

“Phrenology.”

I glare at the scandalous man, currently ensconced in glamour and a dark coat.

“You study skulls? Can I really go fetch one and you shall analyze it?”

“Of course! I can already deduce that the person is dead.”

“Brilliant. Utterly mind-boggling”

“But my question remains. What if they ask you to sing?”

“I can eat you here and now, Sinead, and save us all this cruel fate. I am too young to be a governess and an actress would be too scandalous, hence, a musician.”

“Is it not socially acceptable for women to be painters?”

“Not successful ones. And besides, I do not paint for mortals if anyone asks for a demonstration.”

“You could draw.”

“I will draw a blade before I draw a pen for my prey.”

“You should paint me.”

“I have.”

“Can I see?”

“No.”
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The Stows knew they could not match the wealthiest families of the land and so they did not make the attempt, for which I must credit them. It takes much to impress me after Constantine’s fortress and its mirrored ballroom. Most attempts at majesty fall short in comparison. The Stow estate has no such pretension, and they receive their guests in a series of rooms separated by open double doors. Candles and gas provide enough light to see the varnished floor and sturdy furniture covered in brown quilts. Both the guests and the house itself favour earthy colors in shades of brown, black, and green. The women here prefer high-necked gowns and I now see the reason why Sinead insisted on a dark blue conservative outfit instead of the lilac ones I have been favouring lately. I would have stood out like a rose on a bed of begonias. And besides, my hair is black for now.

I allow ‘Herr Professor’ to lead me in, bypassing the flock of young ones by the entrance and garnering quite a bit of hostility, which happens sometimes. Some communities have an inflated image of themselves, and all newcomers must submit to the ruling pair before being allowed to socialize. The blond man and short, severe dark-haired ones are especially hostile so I assume they fear a newcomer in their den.

A part of me smiles and greets people whose names I will have forgotten in three days. I remain demure and shy to fit the obviously Puritan gathering. Another part is amused by the circumstances. I obtained permission to stay here for ‘personal business’ from Warden Patrick of the Lancaster, a member of Sephare’s faction. As a lady and someone with weight, I could simply demand the ring and obtain it within a week, wrapped in tulle with a polite note. I could also ask Urchin to acquire it and he would oblige without difficulty. I would not even attract that much attention with how busy everyone is these days. I am, technically, slumming it. No self-respecting vampire of my rank would lower themselves to this charade, and yet I believe they should. A little masquerade is always a good practice and besides, it can be fun.

“Liebchen, I appreciate you taking care of your old uncle but you will never find a good party if I do not let you mingle. Go now and make some friends!”

“Oh, uncle!” I reproach him with a fake blush. Nevertheless, I leave his side with pretend excitement, eager to throw myself in the maw of hazing. I make my way to the nearby ruling couple who watch me approach like a pack of wolves finding an errant sheep.

“Good evening, everyone, my name is — “

“Is it true that you are from Germany? Where in Germany?” The blond man says.

Ah, the old interruption game.

“My name is Adele von Pappen. My uncle is from Germany, I was born and raised in Savannah.”

“Pfff, why would someone move to Savannah from Germany?”

“It is a coastal city,” I explain with patience.

“I know that!”

“Then I fear that I do not understand your question.”

I smile disarmingly, in a way that just hints that I am provoking them instead of stating it clearly. I could play it more smoothly but I will not because I am arrogant and prideful, and also unapologetic.

“So you are a musician then?” the short, severe girl asks in turn.

“A student of music. I would not claim this title just yet.”

“Father Williams says that it counts as a frivolous pursuit for a woman.”

“Really? You never sing when you worship?”

“It is not the same! Those are hymns for the glory of God!”

“Ah, yes. Music conveys emotions with such incredible passion. It speaks to the soul and lifts us in a way that words seldom do, would you not agree?”

“Well…”

“All voices joined in unison until they form a whole greater than themselves, until the harmony exists more vividly than the individual notes. Deep male voices and dancing female ones singing praises with joy, carrying more emotion than an hour-long sermon. You must have felt it, no? The touch of grace.”

The woman blinks as I focus on her. It would not do to try and affect the man while I present myself as an outsider. The woman would see it as a challenge.

“Ah, women can be so frivolous,” the man declares with a pompous air of moral superiority.

“Cease, Andrew, or do you find me leading the choir and singing God’s praises to be a frivolous endeavor as well?”

“Laura, I did not mean it that way,” he retorts with more anger than would seem warranted.

In truth, he is probably disappointed at being publicly scolded in front of an unknown. Well, he should not have started then.

“Adele, you are probably one of those artsy types, are you not? Do not listen to Elias, he is all happy to hear our voices every Sunday but rehearsal and practice are ‘frivolous’! Typical.”

Aha! I got them to bicker.

“Oh, that is quite alright. There are so many who appreciate art yet look down on those who toil to provide it. So, you are a singer then?”

We discuss for a while, with the stern Laura proving deeply knowledgeable about sacred music while her companion Andrew fumes at being sidelined. Ah, yes, vampires. Sowing discord since the dawn of history. Our short conversation is soon interrupted by the return of Sinead, who slips the ring in my sleeve with the grace of the expert pickpocket.

“Ah, Liebchen, I see that you have made friends! And who might those people be?”

“Those are Laura and Andrew. They kindly welcomed me and it turns out that Laura is quite the expert on hymns and requiems.”

“Wunderbar. You enjoy yourself with people your age while I go examine the skull of Frau Peters. It is a remarkable example of deep sensibility.”

I stop myself from glaring at the shapely woman standing awkwardly behind him. She is flushed and smells of arousal. I find myself deeply annoyed by a little bout of jealousy, though it would be hypocritical of me to comment since we vampires are hardly monogamous. Sinead really got under my skin, somehow, and it appears that age is not helping me grow wise.

“Oh, uncle, when will you stop your pursuit of science! Off you go then.”

No sooner have the pair disappeared to beds unknown that a dire scream shatters the mood of the evening. Sinead avoided the attention just in time.

“My ring! My ring! I have lost it!”

The circus begins with the guests making a token attempt at finding the lost jewelry, in vain. I help with the search, staying close to Laura and her flock now that we have become acquainted. I cannot help but feel a wave of excitement when the victim of the theft walks by me and I feel the aura of several enchantments. She may not be a caster herself but she keeps one in her employ. Perhaps she has even warded her private quarters.

The loss of the ring sours the mood since the probability of theft is considered. I have been quite visible throughout the evening and I feel the weight of suspicion in the gaze of the people around me. I could change that with charm, of course. It would be too easy, however, and defeat the purpose of the exercise.

“Do you perhaps have something you would like to confess?” Andrew says in a low voice by my side, and by low voice, I mean that he is perfectly audible for half of the room.

“I must admit that the mood has plummeted… Oh! You could not possibly suggest…”

I gasp in outrage and flush my cheeks to simulate anger.

“Sir, I certainly hope that you are not implying what I think you are!”

“A woman we have never seen joins the ball and, less than an hour later, a piece of jewelry goes missing? I find it curious.”

“What? You! I never! I have nothing to do with the loss of the ring. In fact, I have never seen the ring we are all searching for. Those accusations are baseless and cruel and I have never been treated so disrespectfully in any event I have ever attended.”

Technically, I was shot at and set on fire before but it happened after the event so, really, it does not count.

My outrage makes Andrew flustered and the guests are split between supporting a local and risking to be seen as immoral. The key is not to get too angry because mortals somehow perceive this as a sign of guilt, while remaining suitably offended. Laura herself appears to be uncomfortable.

“Come on, Andrew. She was not even in the other room.”

The man frowns while I huff and cross my arms. It would not do to leave now because the crowd might close around me. I need to cast doubt upon my accuser first.

“We do not know her. She could be lying.”

“You question my credentials as a musician?”

He frowns, slightly confused. For the first time tonight, I use Charm for the sake of a spectacle. As an operation, the robbery has gone wrong. I should never have attracted attention to myself, but just like any operation set up by Sinead, flair is half of the fun. Andrew decides to throw the gauntlet.

“You know, that is a good point. If you truly are who you say then surely a demonstration would lift doubts? Unless, of course, you are a thief in disguise.”

“I will! There is a piano in the boudoir, and I shall play it.”

“Oh, I thought you would sing,” Laura says, “but this is even better.”

Indeed, it is.

I make my solemn way out, surrounded by a proper escort. Mrs. Stow even follows us to enjoy the show, all thoughts of her ring temporarily forgotten. I adjust the seat and place my hands on the ivory keys. They are solid and smooth under my fingers.

I feel a hint of nostalgia.

Despite its dreadful end, I have made some good memories during my stay with the Knights. Mannfred’s ashes rest in my secret collection in Marquette next to my favourite painting of the Watcher as a reminder of lost friendships. One of my regrets is that I could not spend more time with Nastasia, the advanced teacher for piano.

Vampires can pick up techniques fairly quickly. Our natural dexterity and coordination gives us an undeniable edge when it comes to playing. For all of our advantages, we find it impossible to convey the emotions we no longer feel clearly. Some rare kin still create art like I do, but to my great regret, my skill with the brush does not extend to the keys arrayed before me. I can play a piano, but I cannot play music.

I can, however, imitate it.

Nastasia was an intriguing woman, so severe and cold with her graying hair held up in an impeccable bun. She had a strong jaw that she jutted out in defiance to every new student who joined her classes, and I was no exception. For all her rigidity, she was different as soon as she sat down. Then, the diminutive Russian woman came… alive. It was a breathtaking metamorphosis that I could never grow tired of. Suddenly, the stern walls of the base rang with music as it was meant to be, fugacious and vibrant. She moved with grace and energy as easily as she breathed. She taught me the Marche Hongroise of Berlioz not as a solemn piece but a bouncing succession of phrases, almost naughty in their careless joy. The one piece I asked her to repeat a dozen times until I could ape her was L’idee Fixe by Liszt, the one I shall reproduce now.

I breathe deeply as I remember the curve of her back while she played the first arpeggio. The notes would flow in a waterfall of harmony, then before they could settle she would pull back and start another. Her hands never truly landed on the keyboard. They hovered there like dandelion seeds caught in the wind…

“You clearly know how to play, I suppose that you are not some lowlife who stole a dress.”

I turn to Andrew as he stands from a nearby chair and I gasp in outrage! What! To doubt me is part of the game, but to interrupt me! HE DARES.

“I suppose we can end —”

“YOU SIT YOUR POSTERIOR BACK DOWN MISTER OR SO HELP ME I WILL TAN YOUR HIDE UNTIL IT SHINES LIKE A FRESHLY PLUCKED HIBISCUS YOU BOORISH, VULGAR CHURL!”

Andrew freezes in terror. He collapses back down while the rest of the assembly gasps in surprise. Absolute degenerates. Interrupting Liszt. I should just Magna Arqa the entire place into the afterlife and be done with it. Where was I? Oh yes.

I ignore the mutters to concentrate again.

“She’s from Savannah, I heard, hence the southern accent.”

“Hot blooded folks, aren’t they?”

Arms like a swan aloft on an ocean gale. Yes. The tempo is an irregular one, especially at first. It languishes on some specific notes, only to fly off again. Ah, what I would not do to have a virtuoso play an entire piano concerto in front of me until I can replicate it. I let the memories carry me through the entire piece, loving every second of it. The false silence of beating heartbeats offers a perfect background, and when I stop, no one dares speak.

I stand up and gather all of my non-negligible pride as I strut away.

“I hope you enjoyed it because I shan’t return!” I proclaim at the front door.

Misdeed accomplished.

I disappear into the darkness, only to mysteriously reemerge a few steps away inside of our carriage. Soon, we are underway. I give him the ring and inspect his now natural appearance. Something is off. The smell.

“I had assumed that you would seduce ‘Frau Peters’. Were you interrupted?”

“We merely had a conversation during which I assured her that she was sound of mind and incredibly lucid. She believed me, and I predict that her lying donkey of a suitor will soon receive his due. Why do you ask?”

“It just feels strange not to see you gallivanting.”

“I used a pleasant way to escape the attention while you gathered it.”

“It was stupid of us to do so. They could have found the ring if I had let them.”

“But then, there would be no stakes at all. We always leave a chance to the mortals, poppet, unless the matter is too serious to leave to chance.”

“You are deflecting.”

Sinead leans towards me, amber eyes shining ever so slightly in the complete darkness.

“Is it not vampire etiquette? You may separate depending on circumstances but while you are together, you are together.”

“It is indeed proper etiquette for us.”

“Then I will flirt and charm the hapless mortals but none of them shall have me while we… work together, yes?”

I narrow my eyes with suspicion. I find it quite unlike him to exert tact. Sinead shows me an expression of perfect innocence and so I know with certainty that he is up to something.

“You are wondering about my motives, poppet. I assure you, it is nothing sinister. I merely wish to maintain a pleasant environment. And now, let us away. The path to the exchange place is far and I really want to get rid of this tasteless bauble.”

“Wait, you did not explain that part. Are we selling it?”

“Bartering, to be precise, in exchange for a specific tool we will need. Sivaya will join us. Only she can make sure that we have what we have come for.”
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May 21st, 1867

The exchange spot was picked by our esteemed partners, somewhere in the wilderness south of Baltimore. I complained that the choice of a remote location screamed ‘ambush’, but was curtly informed that the reason for my presence was specifically to prevent this sort of mischief. My disappointment turned to elation when I found out that the deal would (hypothetically) take place in a forest, a deep and untamed one.

At nightfall, we ride out and turn away from a muddy road past a forlorn mill, stopping at a brook bubbling merrily under low branches. The setting is quite intimate in this dense forest. It makes me want to go for a run.

Sivaya appears from a beast path wearing a beautifully embroidered azure dress. Her dark auburn hair, sharp face and large blue eyes reinforce the Faerie-like appearance the grasping branches and poking roots already evoke. She salutes me in a Likaean gesture of respect, which I return with pleasure.

“Your… armor. In the cabin.”

“Get changed, poppet. We would not want you to be recognized.”

I find the place easily enough as well as a simply incredible set that I put on. I immediately come out once I am done and stop close to the pair, interrupting their discussion and causing a great deal of surprise.

“My… it certainly brings back memories.”

The armor resembles nothing that I have ever seen even in the Skoragg clan arsenal. Most of my body is covered by thin, silvery plates covered in a fine network of runes. They breathe power. The front molds my chest rather snuggly, which I find a bit embarrassing. Tiny mail covers the articulations and are strangely silent, especially considering that they are so shiny I expect them to clink merrily like a wedding cake decoration every time I attempt to move a limb, and this is without considering the cloth. I wonder if Sivaya expects me to attend a royal coronation wearing this blinding apparel. I even have two flowing ribbons in teal popping from my shoulder blades like a pair of budding wings, and it is not even the most shameful part.

“Why am I wearing a tutu?” I ask.

“It is a skirt,” Sinead replies, distracted. He is not done inspecting me.

“A skirt used in classical dance which can also be called a tutu.”

“A tutu would flare while this skirt falls down.”

“It is maintained in position by clasps,” Sivaya adds helpfully.

“A controlled tutu is still a tutu!”

I look down to the gossamer, spidery fabric covering my thighs and my virtue, or what is left of it in any case. It shares the same teal dye as the rest.

“I confess to being impressed,” I grudgingly admit, “I can feel the power emanating from the armor, and yet I could perceive nothing until I touched it.”

“We must protect your anonymity. Speaking of which, we had prepared a mask for you, but a change of appearance would work just as well. The armor on you...“

Sinead stops and confers with Sivaya in high Likaean. I cannot follow the exquisitely complex and subtle language. Instead, I perform a few moves with Rose and find that the armor does not restrict me in the slightest. Even Loth’s old armor had not granted me such a degree of freedom.

“Could you turn your hair to silver and your eyes to pink?” Sinead asks.

I frown but I obey. The pair asks for adjustments, including a sharper face. When they step back, my hair falls straight to the small of my back and I have taken on a cold beauty.

“Uncanny. You resemble a Seeker of Stolen Memories, one of the many factions of the Fae worlds.”

“Stolen Memories?” I ask, my voice having taken a slightly lower pitch.

To my surprise, Sivaya replies. She walks around me until I feel her light fingers braiding my hair.

“Not so long ago by our standards, the Courts had adopted various methods to mold partners and rivals into minds that were, shall we say, more suitable to their purposes. A gathering of errant warriors united to bring an end to the charade. They saw the theft of one’s self-determination as the vilest treatment one could inflict upon another sentient being and forged a pact with an ancient creature we refer to as the diamond mind.”

“Every freed slave joined the Seekers as payment,” Sinead says.

“Until entire duchies were consumed by the flames of vengeance. Then, the diamond mind went too far and tried to reclaim Winter’s prey.”

“The Coldest Court ever loves their games.”

“An agreement was reached by all to curtail the practice, but not before the plane of winter gave birth to another twisted landscape. Seekers are rare nowadays.”

“They are also unerringly polite. They always inform you of their intentions, preferably while you hunt afield with only a small retinue.”

“You bear a strange resemblance to one.”

“I assumed that it would be preferable to show discretion,” I object.

“You can be memorable so long as you can shed that notoriety like a mask. It will help us, I assure you,” Sinead answers.

“The mages will focus on your unique appearance, one that only exists when it serves our purpose.”

“If you say so.”

“I enjoy the company of seekers, back home,” Sivaya whispers. “They talk little.”

I nod in understanding. I had never considered the question but, naturally, the Likaeans miss their homeland. The familiar sight must soothe them. I will never get used to them behaving like people instead of actors in that great farce that is my life. I shall have to consent to the tutu then.

To be perfectly honest, I love that garment. I merely want to kill anyone who sees me wearing it.

“And the finishing touch. I thought of a weapon that could fit your style,” Sivaya tells me. She walks behind the tallest tree around, returning with an axe.

An enormous, two-handed axe with a crescent blade. It shines with enchantments as well.

“I use a whip blade. How is an axe close to that?”

“You fight aggressively.”

“Consider it like a cathartic experience, poppet. Try swinging it around a little bit.”

I had some basic lessons in axe-fighting from Jarek if only because I must know how to face one. This weapon is perfectly balanced. Not only that, but it is surprisingly heavy considering the lightweight nature of the armor. Between its weight and my strength, any strike will be devastating. We should not need it tonight but it will certainly help.

With nothing much to do, we wait until midnight, discussing other aspects of Likaean culture. I lose myself in the myriad stories they have. Likaean society has existed for an extremely long period of time. As for how long, the princely pair cannot give me a firm answer because time flows at different paces in different worlds, and the relative speeds between said worlds varies across, well, time. Sinead even alludes that the Court of Blue possesses a device capable of slowing down an entire plane, though Sivaya refuses to elaborate. It must be quite the experience to live in a world where the laws of nature are merely suggestions.

I interrupt a recollection of a three-days long dance because our guests have arrived, on foot of all things. I signal the Fae and climb to a low branch, ready to intervene should a danger come. A discrete darkness spell suffices to hide me.

A trio comes into view. They wear boring brown and black garbs, not forester wear. Their heavy boots trample the wet soil as well as the errant twigs, except for the third man, who inspects my charges with obvious greed in his dark eyes. I almost expect him to twirl his pointy beard.

He is a Courtier, a rather old one. Decent strength. Interestingly, I recognize Cadiz essence which implies that he has traveled far for this meeting. The man in the center carries a locked box while the third bears a musket and a gauntlet, a sign that he is the muscle tonight. They approach with a great amount of caution for people who set up an ambush.

Once they are close enough, Sinead lights a blue lantern and welcomes them in a fancy grey ensemble. The scene is set. The beginning of the negotiation goes well, with both parties presenting the goods. I see that the Courtier attempts to smell or perceive the Fae’s auras, but he struggles to come to a conclusion. My allies are no castaways crashing down on this plane and stunned from the fall. They have learned to hide. The Courtier must be wondering if it is worth offending an unknown party just to realize that he only captured eccentric mages. Nevertheless, he takes a step forward, and that I cannot accept. I let the darkness spell lift. The blue lantern shines on me too now, playing strange tricks with the silvery metal of my armor.

“That is close enough,” I tell them.

All three newcomers jump. The muscle man aims the musket in my direction but he does not pull the trigger, possibly held back by my lack of motion. I slowly lean forward on the branch.

“You do not need to come closer, especially you, nightwalker.”

“If you know what I am, then you know better than to try and stop me,” the Courtier retorts, though he stays where he is.

His companions look embarrassed rather than scared. They already know what he is.

I sneer and my disdain provokes a reaction from the other vampire. He cannot feel my constrained aura, and so he attempts to charm me.

“Why don’t you come down so I can have a better look?”

His arrogance melts like dew under the sun when the attempt fails spectacularly. My grin widens minutely.

“You do not want me to climb down, nightwalker. In fact, I will even tell you what you want because I can see your destiny.”

I swing my legs a bit and twirl the massive battleaxe in front of me with as much ease as if it were a toy. The whisper of displaced air tells the little one all he needs to know. I enjoy watching his confidence decrease further.

“In the first future, either you or the mounted group by the mill attacks us. In the second future, you get to leave this clearing alive.”

“You do not know what you are doing. I represent powers you could never imagine.”

“Do not bark your desert tongue at me, nightwalker. Make a deal or attack, I care not either way, but you will stop wasting my time.”

The Courtier glares and hesitates, but at the end we vampires know better than anyone else that the world is dangerous and filled with unknowns, and some of the unknowns can rip your head off your torso with the spine still attached.

“Carry on,” he tells his associates.

They glance fearfully from him to me, then back, but eventually the leader relents. He presents Sivaya with an intriguing item. I see that it is a scepter of sorts made of a curious wood that shines deeply, as if lit from the inside.

“Dear?” Sinead asks.

“No need to examine it. The imprint has stayed strong. It will do.”

Sinead nods and tosses the ring to the leader, who examines it covetously.

“The seal of the Myrddin clan. And the mana signature as well. It really is true.”

The man frowns.

“You didn’t empty all their vaults before coming here, did you?”

“I am flattered that you would think me capable of such an achievement, but no.”

The negotiator shakes his head with disbelief before turning away, soon followed by the other two.

“You are mad to give away such a prize in exchange for that weird focus. Bah, no matter. I hope we work together again. Farewell.”

The trio leaves. I signal the Fae and clad myself in darkness once more to follow them. As they approach the mill and their armed escort, the vampire stops and turns, considering.

I lift the veil of shadow and tsk in a low voice. Our eyes meet.

He stares at the axe, shimmering under the moonlight.

He turns away.

I join the Fae a bit later as they pack and get changed.

“You can keep the armor. It will still be useful after we are done here,” Sivaya mutters, head turned away.

“Hm. Thank you for this wonderful gift,” I tell her with all honesty. Just the enchantments alone could occupy a team of Dvergurs for a decade.

“By the way,” I ask, “could you tell me what that focus is for?”

“It is not a focus, but a branch cut from an old tree. Here, take it. Then you will know.”

I grab the item and inspect it. It does not appear to have been worked on. In fact, the radiance appears to be natural.

“You hold an offshoot of the World Tree. Wherever it is, it still holds a connection to the primordial forest it came from. And now, we have our gate focus. We will use it to drill a portal home. You will get to see our forest soon, but for now, we have work to do.
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I sit at my desk and sign the construction order for a shipyard; an entire shipyard for standardized river steam ships. I used to sign orders for table cloth.

It has been a long century.

In the wake of the civil war and hive scourge, the north of the United States expands its influence with feverish energy and we have made full use of it. Real Estate and abandoned farmlands. Factories. Infrastructures. Schools and ports. Private security. There is no sector our tentacular influence will not grasp. Train lines cleave through the frontier on their way west to link the coastal regions, while outposts and small towns bloom across the land like flowers in the desert. Or like cancerous growths, according to Ako.

We fund many of those new havens.

Vampires may not have the drive to invent but we certainly can back those who do. It matters not if five out of ten ventures fail. A single successful one pays for all the losses. And so, we increase our influence as fast as the mortals do. The wave of corruption and illegal grabbing that comes with it only provides more fuel for us, more emotions to exploit and more pawns to play with. Already, I had to send Urchin and John away on their own errands because I could not handle the tide of supplicants waiting for a generous monster to help them. The mortals burn with greed and passion as they swallow native tribes and forsaken land in their unmatched appetite. I thought that the furor of money could distract them from a more insidious agenda. I was wrong.

Fueled by anger at their loss, which they attribute to the devil, the black arts, and pretty much everyone but themselves, a group calling themselves the Integrists has risen from the surviving grassroots to cleanse the land of its impurities, especially the people. Their ire spreads generously across several races, creeds, and professions, but what they hate the most is casters.

Surprisingly, they are not even the largest pain in my posterior. This achievement goes to the Supernatural Task Force, or STF as they make themselves known. Speaking of which, I hear my guests for tonight. Three sets of footsteps.

“Come in,” I say, before the secretary knocks. This always has its little effect.

The well-dressed woman shuffles in two visitors wearing badges pinned on their chests. Their clothes are crumpled yet clean, a sign that they have taken the train from Springfield where they are based.

I will never forgive myself for my silliness, when back in eighteen thirty-seven I missed the opportunity to make Marquette the State Capital. It was a stupid oversight that I am still paying now by having uppity morons build up the courage to bother me while I could have had them within slapping distance all along. Truly, eternal life means eternal mistakes sometimes. At least I did not die with a large mole on my nose.

I tap a finger on the expensive wood in annoyance. The sun outside still clings to the skies, and it will continue to do so for many more hours. It tends to make me more irritable. Well, better to get it over with.

“Take a seat,” I order.

“I’ll stand, thanks,” says the man on the left. He has dark brown, messy hair under a hat he has failed to remove.

The one on the right is stouter and older, with a well-trimmed beard and greying temples. He appears resigned, which I can respect.

“You are here at my sufferance and you will sit or I will have you escorted outside. You have ten seconds,” I inform him without using charm.

“You can’t do that. We’re officers.”

“I can and I will. Sit.”

The older man takes a seat, then stares insistently at his companion who licks his lips in consideration, split between anger and reason. Eventually, he concedes and joins us.

“Good,” I continue. “You two are officer Trell and officer Tobin of the STF, Illinois branch, here to ask me to save your flailing investigation into the recent murder of a certain Mary Potts, whose sole achievement in life was to be humorously named after my favourite brand of kitchen implements. You wish to know if she was murdered by magic. You found me by insistently asking about the owner behind a certain grocery store where said woman often went. Did I miss any relevant points?”

The young man shows signs of being impressed, the older one stares defiantly. He should know better. I Charm and spark the terror in his heart until he does.

“If you know why we’re here then you can tell us what you know, sweetheart. Then we’ll be on our way.”

Oh dear.

“Of course I shall tell you what I know,” I reply with a light smile. “I know that you are overstepping yourself and I also know that I could not care less about how Potts died, by whom, and why. She is not one of mine. I have no interest or stake in her fate and it will remain so until someone makes it worth my time, which you two have not.”

“Hey come on lady, we’re just playing nice. There is no need for hostility from someone as delightful as you, right? We’re all friends here, aren’t we, Tobin?”

“For now,” the man says, gathering his courage again, “but that might change.”

“I see that my point is falling on deaf ears, so I shall have to give a clearer demonstration. Look around you. What do you see?”

The guileless pair inspects their surroundings and fails to see the forest for the tree, as I expected. They do not even have the wealth required to understand wealth. I lean forward.

“You stand at the heart of a compound hosting a staff of over a hundred and sixty people. You have never heard of me, or this place, until we let you. The resale value of the most humble piece of furniture here would suffice to cover both of your wages for the next five years. You, gentlemen, see power and wealth so vast you have not even started to imagine it. That is why we will not mention the murder again, and you will desist in your pursuits, because your threats are laughable and you are wasting my time. Now, you will come to the natural question you should have asked the moment you came in.”

If they fail even that I will kill them. I have only so much tolerance for stupidity.

Perhaps sensing his demise, or perhaps graced with a last mental spasm of his bacon-greased, chew-fuelled brain matter, Tobin sees reason.

“What do you want?”

I can tell that I am having an effect on Trell, the younger man. Why, I believe that he finally deduced I was not just an eye candy before he could call me sugar and lose his jaw. Astounding work.

“What I want is for you to understand two things. First, I only tolerate your witless bumblings across the land because I have a vested interest in the success of your agency and no, before you ask again, it does not mean that I shall do your job for you. Second, do you think that your hierarchical superior is on your side?”

They blink with eerie synchronization.

“Do you?”

“I’m afraid I don’t follow.”

“I believe I have been clear. Do you believe that, right now, the organization you belong to aims to serve the people? That it will protect you? You report religiously to your superiors and you even kept the commissioner apprised of today’s journey…”

“How do you kno—”

“Silence. You are children, children who were given a toy gun and think that it equates legitimacy. You are not defenders of justice. Hell, you are not even true law enforcement. You exist for one reason and one reason only, to pacify both sides of the current conflict. You are dogs on a leash for people who need you to control your own kind. You will earn the hatred of casters but you will never earn the respect of the mundane population. You will never be seen as anything but tame, a credit to your kind, the exception that confirms the rule. You will be tolerated so long as you remember your place but you will never, ever be trusted. This is the truth you should remember when investigating and reporting. You do not serve justice. You serve peace. Therefore, you shall cease your pathetic grasping at straws and exert judgement when attracting the authority’s attention on your fellow casters, if not out of ethical concern, then at least out of survival instinct. Remember that you only exist because the alternative is even more undesirable, and when the Integrists come knocking, your precious bosses will not shield you. I may. Now, Trell, you may leave first. I need a word with your partner. Privately.”

This time, I need to leave an impression so I let the full power of my Charm ride on his caution and surprise. He departs groggily, following which I discreetly lift a finger and the door slams shut with a resounding bang. Tobin jumps and twists at the noise. When he turns to me again, I stand a foot away from him.

“Shi—”

“Shhhh.”

Slowly, I release the hold on my aura until it fills the entire study. The sun might cover the earth outside in a field of purifying fire. Its sheer presence might hang over my shoulders like a lead mantle. I am still a powerful lady. No five pence mage will ever come close to stopping me as Tobin is realizing now.

“You know what I am.”

He whimpers as the pressure reaches its paroxysm.

“Or at least you suspect. A bit of advice. If you enter a den expecting a vampire, be it night or day...”

I move behind him and grab his shoulders between my fingers, hard enough to bruise his muscles but without drawing blood. He moans in pain but the magic keeps him stuck in place. My cold breath tickles his ear. His breath comes out in amusing little puffs in the freezing air.

“...you ought to pray to that light god of yours... that you are mistaken.”
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June 16th, 1868.

Sinead must have caught something on my face — when did he even look up? — because his next remark finds its mark.

“What bothers you so much, poppet?”

“Nothing.”

“There is no need to lie to preserve my feelings, I assure you. You can complain to your heart’s content.”

His eyes remain on the skylight he is patiently unscrewing open. Sinead looks dashing in a dark, form-fitting outfit and his panoply of strange tools reinforces the image of dastardly rogue I am getting now. As I watch, another paint-covered nut joins the mounting pile by his feet while behind, the night lights of New York offer both little and far too much light.

“Very well. I find this task… unnerving. I am breaking the law,” I whisper.

“Are you, now? I thought that your very existence broke the law.”

“Not the mortal one, you goose.”

“Ah, so when you hid from the Accords for twenty years it must have been quite uncomfortable.”

“This is different!”

“Because you were not yet one of them and your survival was at stake, yet when it came down to the Accords, you did not hesitate to subjugate your new brood daddy before seeking Constantine’s approval.”

“Please use the proper term for Progenitors and you will live longer. Are we committing theft or having an argument?”

“You know that we Likaeans never fulfill one purpose if we can fulfill three.”

“So I noticed.”

Another nut joins the pile. The heavy glass pane is only kept in place by a strange suction cup on the roof of the fortified warehouse. It annoys me that he can complete so many tasks efficiently.

“So then why is it? Some sort of internal system of value?”

“I am stealing from an ally. Technically. There, I said it. We are illegally acquiring Hastings assets.”

Despite my best efforts, my intense distress radiates outward clearly, drawing Sinead’s eye.

“I have become a criminal. Aw, if my papa could see me now, he would be so disappointed.”

“What about the murders?”

“What about them?”

Sinead sighs heavily.

“Ariane, my dearest eldritch duckling…”

“Oi!”

“You do not expect for a single instant that this entire operation will end without the Accords opposing us, do you? You will have to choose between your allegiance and my cause, sooner or later. I doubt they will do more than slap you on the wrist, but you will burn bridges before we head back home, and although our departure favours your side, there are some who will be blinded by greed. You must accept this.”

“Hmph.”

Is he right? We are all given leeway in the manner we conduct our affairs. If my goal benefits the Accords, would they truly resent me?

A part of me wants to believe that they would give me a grumbling recognition, the other realizes that I am expected to transfer ownership of the blood slave to my own kin. Will they fear me for my resourcefulness, or blame me for being naive?

“You are not fully convinced,” Sinead observes.

“Do not presume.”

“If you were convinced, you would be annoyed that I was right from the start and then you would threaten to eat me.”

“...”

“Aaaaah there it is. Well, are you?”

“None of it matters because I already committed to the freedom of the Likaeans in my heart. So long as we do not mess up, I will not have to choose, and Sinead…”

I glare.

“It really is in your best interest… that I am never forced to choose.”

I think I hurt him a little bit.

“Ah, you truly do not see me as your equal, though I can hardly blame you. I am but a husk of my true self now, and young poppets must protect themselves first. You have had it hard and you still decided to help against your own short-sighted interests. I shall take heart in this. I shall accept that I remain a liability. For now”

Sinead pushes down and the glass panel pops from its hinges with worrisome ease. He shifts his grasp and grabs the heavy piece of glass back in almost as smoothly as I would have done it.

I realize that this is the first time I have seen him do labor work and he is significantly stronger than I expected, probably more so than a human. I do find the contracting muscles of his forearm slightly distracting, although I will never voice it out loud.

“Like what you see?” He whispers, and I frown. “No time for that. We have to get in.”

Sinead places the glass panel down on the roof tiles. He quickly dons strange clawed gloves and dives through the opening first, which means that I get a good look at his butt. Some expeditions pay for themselves. I follow him and we soon cling to a horizontal support beam far above the open ground under us.

The storage space extends below us over a large surface, organized in long shelves packed with non-descript crates bearing letters and numbers. I sniff the air and notice a strange resin smell. Below, the ground shimmers in my aura perception.

“Enchanted dust,” Sinead whispers. “We can’t touch the ground.”

I am familiar with this anti-burglar measure. I would use the same in my private collection but I abhor the smell and dusty appearance it gives to a place. I much prefer to rely on strategically-placed defensive arrays and some choice paintings of the Watcher.

Somewhere to the front of us, a lone lantern swings with the slow gait of a late-night guard. We follow his progress in perfect silence for long minutes until he passes right below us. He is an old mage with liver spots and a lurch. He wears an old gauntlet and yawns, but his feet land in the footprints of previous patrols with unerring precision. He stops at the edge of the row we find ourselves in, lifts his face and scowls. I see two white orbs and realize that he is blind.

“A draft?”

The old man considers the question, but tonight, the weather is particularly clement. There is little wind. He ends up shrugging and resuming his patrol until a door opens and slams closed.

“We must hurry,” Sinead says.

“He will not call for help. His heartbeat remained steady and he didn’t smell like fear.”

“Is it good or bad that I cannot hide my arousal? I agree with your assessment. Guards are almost as worried of triggering a false alarm than they are of missing a real one. We have ten minutes to make sure that another draft does not push him to reconsider.”

We crawl along the beam, Sinead moving with cat-like grace in front of me. I do the same but I use my own claws instead.

“Why did we have to wear black again? There is no one here,” I notice.

“Just in case, and do not pretend like you are not ecstatic to be wearing trousers.”

“Hush.”

I would never be caught dead wearing this strange suit. Fortunately, Sivaya gave mine a small, rigid skirt that reaches to my knees. I am only mildly scandalous in my own eyes, which is all that matters in the end. Sinead inspects the letters and numbers on the row before angling to the side on a perpendicular beam. It takes little time for us to be above our destination. We attach ropes to the wood above us then secure them in our harness. The two of us rappel downward until we are but a few handspans above the shelf.

“Second row from the bottom. The small one. Could you get it? Too heavy for me,” he whispers, the voice imperceptible for anyone but a vampire.

I hiss softly and lower myself a bit more. As I go lower, I feel him lean toward my descending figure to take a good whiff. Ugh. Is he a dog?

I pinch his butt on my way back.

“Don’t,” I warn with a growl.

“Oooh, I kind of like that. Very daring poppet. Does the danger get the essence pumping?”

“Your face is red and puffy and you look like a bat.”

“You’re lovely too.”

“Open the damn box, princeling.”

“But of course.”

I grumble and maintain the container in a stable position while Sinead lowers himself to my position to work on the opening. He easily pops a few nails out with full focus. He is quite close and smells divine. If only his presence was not so distracting.

Sinead removed the lid to reveal a black case with a golden lock. He whispers a few words in the high tongue of the Fae, which is still beyond me. A light shines on his chest and the receptacle pops open.

“A gift from Makyas. No keyhole can resist him on this earth. Ah, here we are.”

A diamond, a shiny cut diamond the size of a pigeon egg with a mesmerizing yellow core in the shape of a swirl of sand. It must be worth tens of thousands of dollars, perhaps more. Enough to buy several city blocks. No, a small town and all its businesses.

Sinead pockets it. The box is shut, then returned to its crate. I lower myself again.

“Nice calves. Were you a dancer?”

“I will kill you.”

I place the crate back exactly where it was, then push the nail back in. The groan of wood echoes strangely to my vampire senses but no alarm triggers. We are apparently in the clear.

We promptly pull up and make our way back outside. As soon as we are through, Sinead replaces the pane and starts screwing every bolt back in.

“With this, the theft might remain undiscovered for years,” I observe with a bit of hope.

“Indeed. Ah, nothing like a flawless little heist to put me in high spirits!”

“Why do I always end up in the company of eccentrics?” I lament.

“I could tell you, but you would threaten me again.”
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I hate July the most. Although the longest day occurs on June the twenty-first, it seems that the days drag on the following month with prideful indolence. I hate it because I was born in July. I hate it because I died in July. Mostly, I hate it because I miss the smell of the sun on wheat, its caress on my shaded arms. I miss the taste of sugar cane. And the light seems to burn forever.

I find myself to be irritable when the secure carriage crams itself in the Byron family hangar and a group of Rosenthal mercenaries struggle to take the massive sarcophagus out. I believe that I am almost dropped twice. It can be so hard to find good help these days.

Whispers of consternation follow my progress to the inner part of the manor. I have the authorization of the local warden to attend the auction, but the Byron clan did not expect that ‘Ariane Delaney’ might be a fake name. I am finally placed in a lone room and leave as soon as I can confirm that no sunlight remains.

Not a single drop passes through the shutters and heavy drapes. The room is secure.

I will always find it interesting that it takes walls of some sort to protect us from the sunlight. Drapes and shutters would not protect me in a carriage, but this is a house and, therefore, it is safer. Magic works in strange ways. Or is it science that does? I can no longer tell.

Soon, a knock on my door distracts me from my thoughts.

“Come in.”

An aging gentleman enters, wearing a fake smile and an even faker confidence. I appreciate the black hair pulled back and made smooth, the villainous moustache and the greying temple. Why, he would fit the cover of a bodice ripper aimed for widows. He searches the darkness for me, and so I snap my fingers and use a cheap trick to light the house’s gas lamp. As expected, his improved visibility does not settle his nerves.

“My name is Ariane. Thank you for accommodating me this afternoon.”

“Ah, and I’m Andrew Byron. It is my honor to welcome a guest such as yourself in my humble abode. You… received an invitation?”

Ah, he knows quite a bit.

“I did. Right there,” I tell him, showing a cream envelope.

“Yes. Yes, indeed.”

His eyes narrow, go to the shutters. He assesses his chances, just in case. I take no umbrage. I would have done the same.

“Before you calculate the risks, consider two things,” I tell him. “First, one cannot uninvite a vampire during the day unless they misbehaved. After all, what manner of host condemns his guest to a fiery death? Second, we are not inside of your home.”

“I promise you that this is my manor.”

“The public wing, reserved for auctions and events. This is nobody’s home but profit’s. Although, if you doubt me then by all means, try to banish me.”

I taste fear and the quickening of his heart.

“There is no need for this. If you want an item, I can deliver it to you and you can be on your way.”

I tsk at the cold reception.

“As tempting as it might sound, you are in good standing with the warden and so I shall attend your auction like any guest. You will make arrangements so that I am not disturbed in the lodge’s antechamber, of course.”

His eyes narrow with suspicion. When he next speaks, his cultured voice may be controlled, but I hear the slight tension underneath.

“Warden? My contact among your… kind… is named Samael.”

“Oh, that youngling? How amusing. No, we wardens do not handle the day-to-day business. And I assure you, if we take an interest in your affairs, you will most certainly notice.”

I release the hold on my aura until frost crawls on the mirror and darkness creeps at the edge of the room.

“I am quite convinced, milady. I will make the necessary arrangements. Let it not be said that the Byrons would fail to receive esteemed guests, no matter who they might be.”

“Excellent. One more thing... I requested to be placed on the last floor.”

“Just so, milady.”

“The path from here to the lodge will be protected from sunlight and closed to other guests. They have no reason to be on this floor to begin with. My employees…”

“The ones with the guns?”

“And gauntlets, yes, will make sure that access remains clear at all times. It would be unwise to interfere with their work.”

“I understand. We will make the necessary arrangements. If I may ask, was there any specific item you wished to acquire?”

The answer is obvious. Mr. Byron is merely fishing for answers, which I will allow as a gesture of goodwill.

“The serpent stone.”

“My God, so it can be enchanted…”

Byron’s gaze turns distant. I can practically see the cogs and wheels turning in the greedy mortal’s mind.

“I know that the starting price is two thousand three hundred dollars. It would be a shame if it were to increase just before the auction.”

His avaricious drive wars with fear, but in the end, I am here as a guest and we are both bound by rules, including me.

“I am free to change the numbers as I see fit. This is still my auction.”

“Of course,” I tell him with a smile.

He nods and departs. There is no need for me to threaten him, and it would be a breach of etiquette anyway. He is too crafty to push me far. As soon as the door closes, I massage the bridge of my nose.

I should have just stolen the damn thing. I am concerned about attracting too much attention, should many of those stones disappear in a short timespan. Golem cores might be exceedingly rare, but the ability to craft a suitable one is even rarer and only the richest mage families build one in the hope that it will benefit their dynasty. A wave of acquisition would seem suspicious, especially because there are no other known uses for them, except, of course, massive rituals.

And this is the sort of warning that the Accords will look for.

A short wait later, the head of the mercenaries informs me that I may attend the event and I leave the room behind me. This would be a good place to try and assassinate me, so the secrecy and escort are important. I walk across an empty floor with the stairs down retracted thanks to an ingenious mechanism. All the windows are shuttered and covered, while a bobbing light awaits me in front of a double door. I notice an embarrassed mercenary officer and a pair of young adults barring my way. The man smiles, and I immediately notice the familiarity with Byron senior. The girl is beautiful in a more reserved, distant way. She shares his dark hair but her eyes are pale blue.

“Yes?” I ask a bit curtly.

“Oh, nothing, we merely wished to meet the one whose shadow darkens our hall. And who might you be?”

“A guest of your father.”

“Oh yes, I have not introduced myself yet. My name is Jacob and this is my sister, Lara.”

“I am Ariane. Charmed. If you do not mind, however, I am already quite late as it is.”

“Why the rush? I do not believe that you would be here for the cheapest item.”

“You believe wrong. Excuse me.”

I bypass him and walk into the antechamber, which is completely dark and cut off from the main auction room. I have no time or patience for children's games. A mercenary left a pile of documents for me to skim through while the sales go on. By the Watcher, those are reports on grocery stores. Some of those owners cannot spell to save their lives. Uggggh.

“The first item is a Biancchi stiletto, enchanted to remain sharp at all times. Ice bolts can be channeled through the tip for additional precision. The starting price is two hundred and fifty. Do I have two hundred and fifty?”

The auction goes on behind the curtain and I take a quick look at the list. Most of those are magical tools enchanted with some specific effects, their most appealing feature being a mundane appearance. It does not do to advertise one’s talents nowadays. I tune out the proceedings. I have a mercenary standing in for me.

Apparently, I lost quite a bit because of a robber baron. Truly, the west can be lawless at times. I shall have to visit him and make a nice, large example. Why, I might even invite Ako. He so enjoys murdering enemy raiders.

“Milady?”

“Yes?”

“Byron brought an unexpected item, a last minute addition. Meteorite steel, or so he claims. Should I make an offer?”

“No need, thank you.”

Ah, the canny lad, assuming that I intend to build my own construct. Good business sense is no replacement for proper research. None of what he owns could rival what I can purchase from the Skoragg clan, at cost.

On the other side of the curtain, the more expensive prizes are finally brought out just as the afternoon nears its end. I never expected that there would be so many prizes, but a lot of those are rather mundane. Below us, I hear people come and go. The Byron auction seems to be quite an event, though I had no idea. I only ever attend the Rosenthal Hell’s Gates, and mostly to socialize anyway.

Outside, night falls.

I breathe a sigh of relief as my essence once again expands. Magna Arqa cannot be deployed during the day, except deep underground. The relief of freedom lifts my mood in time for the main bidding.

“I present to you, the serpent stone, a rare diamond extracted from a newly discovered mine in Kimberley. This jewel is believed to be one of the few in existence capable of storing magical essence indefinitely! Such a rare…”

Yes, yes, all who would be interested in building a golem already know this.

“The starting prince is two thousand five hundred.”

Whispers of consternation. A man could buy a farm for this amount. Animals included.

“Do I have two thousand five hundred? Yes! Three thousand here for the gentleman.”

“Five thousand,” I order the bidder.

“Five thousand! I have five thousand from upstairs. Five thousand! Five thousand five hundred for the Zimmer representative. Six thousand for the coven! Six!”

“Ten thousand.”

“Ten thousand!”

Silence.

“Ten thousand from the lodge. Anyone else?

“Twelve thousand!” A familiar voice echoes.

Oh?

Someone is picking up a fight? Ten thousand is already generous for a small diamond. Well, small by core standards. It fits in a palm.

“Jacob,” my host growls, “What are you doing?”

“It is my right to bid for this, father. Is it not?”

Oooh, naughty. Naughty naughty naughty. I open the curtain and take a deep breath of fresh air. It smells like soap, perfume, and old furniture with an undercurrent of sweat. The auction room resembles an opera house, with the scene replaced by a pulpit and several chests. Fifty breaths provide an interesting background to the current drama, one that I will end before it ever begins. I will make a point, and I shall do so without breaking the rules. I will not even deploy my aura. Doing so would frighten the audience.

I lean on the balustrade, the mercenary captain moving aside with all haste. Below, a hundred eyes peer at me in my pleasant lilac dress. Mostly, they see the hint of purple in my iris, the Watcher revealing its ancient presence. A deathly quiet spreads across the assembly and Jacob’s smirk turns into a grimace of horror.

“Thirteen thousand.”

This time, I remain unchallenged. Byron senior invites me to collect my prize and I send a mercenary to do so, carrying a bank note with the proper amount. A pair of panicked security guards drag the son out under the fascinated gazes of the attendees, and my own. He orders one of his men to present the last item and climbs the stairs to deliver the stone to me. I take ownership of it without a word. I watch, amused, as he turns around to welcome a bag, possibly a gesture of apology, but by the time he faces me again, I am already gone. If Jacob thinks that he can outrun me at night, he has a nice surprise coming. The little twerp should have gone home instead.
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The next day.

“I almost drowned and you want to make peace? She crashed into my carriage, father! We must retaliate, or at least protest, or we will never be taken seriously again.”

Andrew Byron glared at his foolish son. The boy was shaken, obviously. He was hiding his fear under a layer of bravado, a good strategy but not one that will serve him right now.

“She did not crash into your carriage. She pushed it.”

“What?”

A pair of servants walked in. They carried between themselves a pane of steel taken from the door. Impossibly, they showed the indent of two elegant hands.

“As I said, she pushed your carriage into the river. I was informed that vampires prefer to wield power from the shadows, yet it seems that some take a more ‘hands-on’ approach, if you will pardon me, when they perceive a slight.”

Andrew signaled the servant to pick the letter he had finished closing, ignoring his fulminating child.

“Mr Slocum, you will give this bank order of three thousand dollars to Samael, with a request to send it to the one known as Ariane, please. As for you, Jacob, you will keep this warning in your room from now on and until I deem the lesson learned.”

“That was a warning?”

“Yes, my son. It was, or the impact would have been in your ribs instead.”


167 Maturity 


September 1869, near the Vampire Fortress in Boston.

A blur. I use a thorn root to try and hamper him but the man reacts immediately.

“Magna Arqa.”

His soul weapon splits into two identical axes. Their edges glow an ominous crimson. A wolf-like cloak covers his head, only leaving a braided blond beard visible. He bellows. The axes bite and shred through the roots I send after him. It hurts. I lunge and push him back with a carefully aimed, miraged attack. We exchange a series of strikes, him, the furious whirlwind of destruction and I, the elusive flayer. I manage to land a few hits, but the wolf skin inflates and covers the wound. I am running out of time. He is pushing me towards the other.

The lithe woman jumps on a root before I can move it and dives. I dodge left of her rapier’s blade and under a swirling axe. She is not as fast as us but her positioning is so intelligent that it does not matter. Even without striking, she remains dangerous. I have to fight to keep her at bay, anticipate the openings she provides. The roots are too slow to really hamper the two. They get cut down. It hurts me more. I hiss and increase my pace, sometimes throwing spells and wide attacks at the woman, but her armor and reflexes block all of them until the fateful moment happens, the one that I anticipated. I am backed into a corner.

“Magna Arqa!”

Sephare extends her arms and pushes reality away until only she remains, bathed in a purple corona. I am sent flying directly at Wilhelm, the fortress’ stewart and first line of vampiric defense. His blade descends on me. This is how they got me last time.

No.

I REFUSE.

“Darkness.”

I disappear from his perception and in that single instant of hesitation, manage to block the first axe and grab the second’s haft. I throw myself over him and strike downward.

Our eyes meet, his widening in disbelief.

Then Sephare’s blade goes clean through my torso.

“Hah…”

I gasp and collapse, lung pierced by the merciless soul blade. Chest wounds always have a way to spread through everything including my mind. This would have been a killing blow if Sephare had hit a little higher, and thus the spar is over. She could easily have struck a second time. I still make the effort of landing on my feet, ready to go on despite the pain. Complacency leads to death.

I stand up to salute. The thorns disappear, giving way to the wild forest around the fortress. The distant sounds of the river return while the light pales, losing its purple sheen. Nature breathes again.

“Thank you for this spar, Lady Sephare, Steward.”

“An impressive display Lady Ariane. Your control over the tendrils has improved dramatically. I am certain that with a little more practice, they will be redoubtable even against Jarek,” Sephare politely states.

“Yes,” Wilhelm adds, “I am uniquely suited to disabling them. The old monster will find it more difficult to take them apart, especially with those blunt mountain boulders he calls his fists.”

I would thank them effusively if my pride did not sting me so much. Objectively, I am aware that they are two experienced lords and I am new at this. Subjectively, I want to wipe the floor with them. I believe that Malakim and my sire changed my perspective. Anything else but complete domination will be unequal to the task of taking them down. I must be patient, but time marches on and I have yet to find a real way to defeat them in combat. The weapon we have found in the Mediterranean is just a blade, it will not guarantee victory. With the amount of magical tools at the disposal of both Nirari and Semiramis, I doubt that we will be able to outsmart them and catch them off guard. A fight will be involved. I hope I will have the time to catch up.

“I must thank you for the opportunity to practice. I believed that centuries of training made work sessions redundant, yet it appears that we can still learn and have a pleasant time together,” Sephare says.

“Old ones tend to avoid practicing together back in Europe. Competition can be fierce and few would wish to display the exact extent of their abilities,” Wilhelm explains.

“I always assumed that lords and ladies knew their techniques intimately after all those years fighting each other,” I reply with a frown.

“We can improve too, dear one,” Sephare replies with a twinkle of amusement in her sky blue eyes. “Facing a faction in pitched battle every fifty years is a suboptimal way to assess the talent of individual fighters. Spars are without doubt more interesting. It also helps that some of the action can be seen from the western garden of the manor, so that Courtiers and Masters remind themselves of the path yet to walk, and the power we wield. I have heard talk, my dear. You leave quite an impression on the newcomers. Now, Wilhelm, I know of a cabin by the river. Would you like to spend some time?”

“I would love to.”

“I would invite you as well, Ariane, if I did not know that you are not yet comfortable with this sort of arrangement.”

And I probably never will be. I bid them goodbye and return to the fortress with Sephare’s remark heavy in my mind. We can still change. In fact, we have no choice.

I have changed.

Ladyship brings a challenge I had never anticipated. The lack of challengers. Yes, I can play games where I give the mortals a chance and yes, I can still find worthy blood, but the strength of their essence is a droplet in a lake when my sire is a sea. I face the greed and corruption I have faced before. Anger is an old, familiar song. They taste like different takes on a classic recipe, good but not daring, not unique. I am well fed but starved for novelty with little prospects.

The immense power I drew from Ako allowed me to expand my Magna Arqa to over eighty yards, almost twice what I could do when I ascended, while practice has refined the control over it and the tendrils. It will not matter. My sire killed a lord by shoving his hand into the man’s ribcage, without giving him a chance. I am still infinitely far from his level. Sometimes, it feels like running a race my opponent finished before I could cross the starting line.

I have changed.

My place in the world has changed. More importantly, the world itself has moved on at breakneck speed, not waiting for anyone or anything. I tried to head back to my family home back in Louisiana.

I lost my way.

Where once was only soaked wilderness, now slums and even nicer houses sprawled in a tentacular, decades-long explosion to mold the land to the will of civilization. Creole, French, and Spanish influences endured and married in a subtle, spicy mix. The Choctaw ‘bayuk’ turned into a bayou which turned into a grave for my memories and for my friends.

Constanza just died. She was my last friend alive. She perished in her sleep, and will be mourned by the extended family she created with her doctor husband. Lucien had died during the war fending off a group of looters I mercilessly identified and executed. With her death, the last string linking me to my human life has been cut. None of those who knew me as a mortal still draw breath. It is finished. Human Ariane is dead. Only I remain. The last one standing.

I am eighty-two years old.

There are rare older humans. Many Archmage s have lived much longer. I am aware of that, yet seeing all those new inventions, and the quickly expanding cities, it can feel like I have lived for centuries. Even ideas progress at such a fast rate. Music, art, philosophy. Politics. Old ideas resurface from the abyss of history with new cloaks and new success. Socialism. Nationalism. Concepts unite people who have never met in hatred of others they’ve never seen. I can only ride the wave of progress and hope to step onto the next before it collapses, taking me under with it. So do the other vampires in power.

Once, I considered leading a coup against Constantine, but the canny bastard pulled out the most perfect defense: he distributed his power to those willing and able to take it. Sephare handles spying, propaganda, and counter-intelligence.

Frankly, I do not envy her.

I handle diplomacy and economic cooperation while Jarek develops our security forces and private armies. Constantine remains in charge of law and internal affairs if only because he cannot trust anyone for it. As such, we have a reached a balance and I find myself losing the urge to take revenge for the torture. It does not help that his door is always open to discuss his war golems and how we could put repeater guns on them. Curses. In any case, the Accords’ tendrils have wrapped me in their comfortable embrace and I find little reason to upset the status quo right now.

This new and rigid status brings with it a realization that only my true end goal should be a concern right now, the death of my sire. My only hope, currently, is to help the Likaeans. There will be another war with Mask before the end of the century, and plenty of opportunities to make some progress, but in the meanwhile the escape attempt is my only path to potent essence. I will not say that I miss the time when survival forced me to gain power quickly. I still wish I did not have to plan for years for another great gain. And time is not on my side. I have much catching up to do, and I have also realized that I do not gain power as I age, contrary to, for example, Melusine. If I want to grow, I must fight for it. Of course, none can match a Devourer’s progress, but few realize that we must strive for it.
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“Of course, we will help you,” Sinead says pleasantly, “although you should have asked for it during our negotiations instead of agreeing so readily.”

His eyes flash in the darkness while a wind ruffles his golden hair, coming from the ocean.

“Yes my good heart and generosity will be the loss of me,” I grumble.

“You harbor feelings towards me, which I understand perfectly. I am, after all, quite the catch, poppet. It would be hypocritical of me to criticize you for falling for my roguish charm.”

“Be careful or I shall make something else fall indeed.”

“But never my interest in you, that is why I shall find a way to help you with your maniacal egotistic ascendent madman problem as soon as I am back in the spheres, I promise. You help me, I help you, poppet. We are past deals. And speaking of deals, this will be our final battlefield. I can feel it.”

I look around us. Sinead dragged me all the way south from Boston, specifically at Black Harbor where we killed the Scourge Hive. I have many memories here, not all of them good.

“Are you quite sure?”

I take in the surroundings. We stand at the top of the ruined fort looking north, past the ruins of the village below us and at the promontory that hides the caves where we took refuge before the fateful charge. The wind grows and whips blonde strands past my nose. It carries the heavy scent of the ocean with it. The latest iteration of the Dalton’s Spirit bobs down below. More importantly, there is something left of all this bloodshed, a presence. A sort of weight that hangs over me and blocks sensation in a way that leaves me feeling naked.

“Your future sight is gone. That is why you feel vulnerable,” Sinead explains.

“How do you know that?”

“You frown and check your corners when you feel threatened.”

“Not that! The future sight!”

“I can taste it as well as you do, poppet. I might be shackled but I am not blind, yes? I am certain that you will develop your senses more when you grow up a bit. You just have to… relax.”

“How can I relax here when I am cut off from one of my most useful resources?”

“It blocks scrying as well. We will obtain a masking item, of course, but this will help protect us from inquiries.”

“It will not. We are in Roland territory. We will never be allowed to operate here, or build a base.”

“Oh, we will. Remember what you mentioned? The southern faction is focusing on acquiring land and developing a network of safe houses.”

“You… want me to fund that one?”

“Precisely!”

“Ugh, do you have any idea how much this will cost me? Just building the thing will cost upwards to ten thousand dollars. I have already spent that much on the stone! This is easily four months of profit for me. Do you have any idea how much I could achieve with four months of this kind of cash flow?”

“If you are in trouble, you could stop paying for the creation of the Chicago Grand Opera House you pushed for, you know? I bet it cost just as much.”

“No.”

“Did you not invite musicians from Vienna and architects from Florence? I bet it cost you a pretty penny.”

“Leave the Opera House out of this.”

“It surprises me that you would splurge like that. Sometimes, you are such a miser that I swear you would take the morning’s coffee grounds for an evening brew, stretch it a bit.”

I gasp in absolute outrage.

“YOU TAKE THAT BACK MISTER OR SO HELP ME...”

“Hahaha, I so enjoy it when you let your emotions surface, poppet. One more benefit of my company, yes? Your alien essence sometimes makes you morose.”

“You are very lucky, Sinead, that I find you endearing.”

“Of course I am lucky, I was born Prince of Summer. Where were we? Oh, yes. The plan. We have a spot, we have a time, we have three out of four secondary power supplies. We still need the main gem, an anti-scrying device that I have identified, and a containment field. You worry about building us that fortress and I shall identify who we should borrow from. Do you happen to know someone belonging to the Rosenthal consortium?”

“Yes,” I tell him, glad to return the favour, “their leader on the continent and I sometimes share a night.”

Will this hurt him?

“Well. Now I am having second thoughts.”

Haha!
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The most unfortunate realization that comes with maturity is, tragically, that not everything can be solved with murders.

Or rather, I have to handle situations where murder would only create more problems. Fortunately, we have many other tools, some of them only symbolically violent. It certainly helps that the mortals do most of our work for us. If tonight I was transported to a world of isolated, religious parishes where no one goes out after dark, I give it three days before a mayor invites me in to take out the town priest. We could not exist in a world without sin, but neither would the humans. The temptation is everywhere, in everyone. Even the meekest man hides in his bosom the flames of desire. We do not even need to fan it.

“You will not find it here…”

“Shit!”

“… Mr. Norman,” I finish.

The man jumps, terror gripping his chest. I hear the thundering beat of his heart pumping desperately, as it has been for some time. The dark office offers many nooks and crannies between towering file cabinets and monumental desks. It is no wonder that the cornered accountant would miss my presence in the middle of his frantic searches. Now, his growing panic has reached the end of a minute-long crescendo, and the nervous sweat in the air smells of fear, of delicious guilt.

I light a match and briefly study the fleeting flame, alien and unwelcoming despite its short life. How Melusine can harness this power, I will never know. It can be pretty I suppose. My lantern soon shines on me and my prey tonight.

Mr Norman is portly and balding. A neat mustache and good tweed suit would have given him airs of stolen respectability, were it not for his current disheveled state. Although, I suppose that the bribery might have skewed my perception.

I watch Mr. Norman calculate his chances with some interest. His breath slows down, anxiety soon replaced by a colder despair. I have backed him into a corner and we both know it. Right now, I have borrowed the appearance of life from my Hasting essence. The yellow radiance of the lantern shows a pale woman, lithe and vulnerable. A man of his corpulence would have no trouble overpowering me. He only needs to wrap his fat fingers around my delicate neck and squeeze. Will he try?

He will not.

Norman sighs one last time. Some will resort to murder when faced with ruin and the accountant does apparently not count among their number. His exhalation expulses the last of his hope and I watch his posture collapse under the weight of the situation. He drags a chair, that of his colleague, and collapses into it. A sweep of his handkerchief wipes out perspiration.

“How did you find me?” he asks in a low, broken voice.

“That is not the right question. You may try again.”

“There is no need for games! I assume that you are one of those who left that… that horrendous letter at my place of residence. Threatening me! Making demands… What do you people want with me!”

“Now that is the correct question. We want Johan Kingsley.”

I watch the confusion bloom on his flushed face. He licks his parched lips while his eyes flutter, trying to place the name. He frowns when he does.

“John Kingsley? The senator hopeful? What do you mean? I just…”

“You protected his assets, which had been seized at the end of the war for his vocal support of the confederacy. You have provided this service to a few other people against compensation. As I mentioned in that document I sent, I have taken the liberty of seizing some incriminating documents which will find their way to the authorities if you do not comply with my demands. And I do not mean your superior, Mr Norman. I know that he is in on it.”

“Then you should make demands of him!”

“Oh I may, but you are much more interesting since you are genuinely competent at deception. I assume that the paperwork was your doing?”

“... yes.”

“Then you will have no difficulty giving me the proof I need to expose his regrettable attempt at bribery. You will also provide every valuable piece of information you have on this person.”

“We worked through an intermediary!”

“Then I want them as well. You will give me everything you have.”

I cannot kill all the Integrists. Well, I am more than willing to try but those old reasonable boring old allies of mine have objected. I can, however, tarnish their reputation in the eyes of the public, and I will. Such methods will never uproot them given how capable they are at blocking information within their area of influence, one press-burning mob at a time.

“I do this for you, and then we are done,” the accountant spits.

I cannot help myself and chuckle to his face. Done? Oh, he is quite precious.

“My dear sir, you wish to let bygones be bygone? How quaint. You do not purchase absolution with this action. You purchase a reprieve. If you wish to be done, as you say, feel free to denounce yourself to the Revenue Collector, or better yet throw the whole ring at the feet of the Secretary of the Treasury. Then you will be done. And so will your house, your reputation, and all the other little things like a private tutor for your two children that you sold your honor to purchase. Then, you will have washed away your sin. We will no longer have power over you. In the meanwhile, you are corrupt and stained Mr Norman. So long as you continue to enjoy your fortune, you will remain ours to use as we see fit, just like so many of your fellow tax officials. Bend or sacrifice, there is no half measure.

Curiously, a flash of realization crosses Mr. Norman’s feverish gaze.

“Wait… I heard rumors. About mysterious folks who look younger than they really are. That’s you isn’t it? Who are you people?”

“That is not the right question, Norman. The right question was… what are we?”

I jump on him and feed. Stupid theatrics always wake up the Thirst and now he just smells too tempting. I erase the last memory and leave, only to find an annoying person lounging languidly against my carriage.

“I thought you had much to plan?” I ask.

“I can plan and accompany you! A journey west, to the lawless wild lands of the frontier. Guns! Moonshine! A bloodbath! Would you make me a revolver?”

“Why would you ever put yourself in harm’s way?”

“I intend to put others in harm’s way.”

“Only if you can shoot to my satisfaction.”

His eyebrows wriggle.

“Oh, grow up.”


168. Guns and Glory! 
Or a Surrey Gentleman's Guide to Bringing Law to the Wild West, by Alexander Bingle 


In September 1968, my strange mentor oversaw the last of my training to ascertain that it was conducted to her satisfaction. The ever youthful woman’s languid manners changed drastically as soon as the smell of spent powder caressed her dainty nostrils. She became focused and determined, accepting no less than perfection from every movement.

“You must strive to relax. Contracting too much will make you rigid.”

Embarrassment stopped me from admitting that it was her presence that caused my anxiety, and not for the reasons you would think, dear reader, for although she was dangerous to most, it was her judgement I feared at that moment.

To demonstrate her word, she smoothly drew her own gun and placed a bullet square in the target’s head at a speed that I could barely follow. Her motion showed a precision and predatory grace that the gentle sex ought not possess.

“Who would train so much while your unnatural powers already grant you a speed no mundane person can hope to match?” I asked with some curiosity.

“Two reasons,” the blonde woman answered dispassionately.

“First, you never know when you will meet your match. Never assume you are the best or you will surely be proven wrong. The second, one must always strive for perfection, for stagnation leads to complacency, and complacency, to death.”

She glared then, and I found behind the sapphire of her eyes the weight of decades of strife.

“But you are far from having this issue, are you not, my young friend? Let me see your fanning.”

I planted my feet firmly on the ground and faced the targets with the determination and phlegm that had led my nation through Napoleon’s war. With a sweeping motion, I lay punishment upon each in turn, sending hay and wood up in the air. Bull’s eye! In an instant, all of the strawmen lay defeated.

“Adequate. Next, you will demonstrate your accuracy with a rifle.”

Accepting the veiled compliment, I returned to the table to pick up my repeater gun. The time had come to show the results of months of grueling practice, and although I chafed at the constraints placed upon me, I knew I must heed the words of my grandfather Cecil. Any weapon a man wields without expertise is aimed at himself! Sitting, standing, and lying prone, I proved my worth by shooting where she indicated. A hundred Frenchmen and Indians did I slay in my mind! A hundred outlaws fell to my bullets, until the barrel smoked like an old sailor.

“Not bad at all,” the mysterious woman finally conceded.

“I believe that I missed a few,” I admitted.

“To master a weapon is the work of a lifetime. Your current skill surpasses what I demand from my security personnel. You have talent, but let us see if that talent translates in a real situation. Come.”

I grabbed more cartridges and followed her with a determined step. The firing range stood outside of the city of Marquette and the empty field it occupied was well-lit by carefully placed lanterns to accommodate the nocturnal habit of its beautiful owner. From there, we made our way to a pair of warehouses I knew were used to store caravan supplies. The old structures stood a lonely vigil in the night, stained by years of rain and snow. To my surprise, multiple lanterns now adorned their dilapidated surface.

“In this exercise, the enemy has occupied the structure. Your task is to liberate it. I will provide illusions that you must take down quickly in order to pass.”

“How will you know if I hit them?”

The stern glare I received was answer enough, and so I made sure that the repeater and revolver were properly loaded before prowling forward like a Bengal tiger.

A Bingle is always prepared!

I moved fearlessly in the shadows of the derelict buildings, carefully making sure not to expose myself to some dastardly trap. My examiner tonight was as elegant as she was devious, drawing on years of experience in careful planning and strategy, no doubt. I had to show a flexible mind and a stiff upper lip if I were to succeed. I finally reached the wall and moved against it to cover my back. I saw her standing slightly behind me like a judgmental shadow as I watched behind me. Her magical glove was out. I had to give a good account of myself!

I strode forward and checked the corner, finding the blurry figures of a pair of sentries in front of the main door. Bam! Bam! They dispersed in the wind while two more popped out from the roof. My rifle roared twice more and they joined their illusory companion. Quickly, I crossed the open space and turned at the last moment, lining a fantastic shot on the roof of the building I just left. Shadows near the shutters! I lay fire and was rewarded with more fading lights.

Then, the doors at my back rattled. I dropped my rifle, turned like the wind, and drew like the thunder, taking out three figures one after the other. A noise like broken glass warned me of my impending doom and I rolled to the side. A shade appeared at a nearby window and I saw the maw of a gun rising. With blinding speed, I shifted my weight and opened on the place, giving it what for, but alas, I was not done. Another figure raced from the side.

Damnation! I was out of bullets!

Listening only to my courage, I rammed the closest door to find the dusty interior devoid of light and activity. I opened the cylinder and let the empty cartridges roll on the ground. A flip of the wrist and I held more, shoving them forcefully into the rotating chambers as if my life depended on it.

I only had the briefest warning before the last shade followed me in. I swear that I felt more than heard its presence, but I was already moving before it could properly materialize. A last detonation, and the place became quiet again.

I would not let my guard down. Scrutinizing the darkness, I stalked forth. The interior of the warehouse was musty and devoid of any furniture save for a few empty crates, so the danger would either come from the outside… or from up. I kept moving, taking great care not to be heard. My caution and slow progress found its reward when a commotion from the second floor warned me of yet another foe. Footsteps groaned above. I waited, then seized my moment. A couple of blind shots found the last of my quarry.

“Good instincts.”

I turned and aimed out of habit, only for a dainty hand to grip both handle and hammer before I could pull the trigger again. It was her.

“Still not good enough to catch you,” I replied, aware that I had not perceived her presence.

“And you may never be, but it will do for outlaws. I would suggest scouting more in the future rather than firing on the first man you see. Otherwise, you performed well by denying a static target and covering your back. You pass. I have one last trial for you. If you succeed, I shall grant you a gift.”

“A last ordeal?”

“I have verified your aim and your nerves, now I will test your heart.”

I did not let my concern show while we returned to the range. There, we came across a strange man walking out of the woods. What an original he was, I thought, to walk around without a shirt, but then he grinned and in his eyes, there was a savagery that sent shivers down my spine. Even the person’s grin possessed a bit of snarl, as if it could distend and swallow me whole. You might think me too emotional, or even cowardly, dear reader, yet I assure you that the world is so filled with wondrous and terrifying sights that one’s instinct is sometimes all that stands between a brave man and certain death. So it was that I approached the newcomer with circumspection despite his amenable demeanor and partial nakedness, and my weariness proved well-founded! No sooner had I reached handshaking distance that the rogue pulled a large knife from his belt, a weapon he had hidden at his back! You can imagine that I drew this very instant, and took a step back, ready to give him what for.

“What is the meaning of this, sir?” I demanded.

“This man will deliver the last test. In order to pass, you must kill him,” Miss Delaney explained calmly.

My blood boiled in my veins hearing this outrageous claim.

“Me, a cold-blooded murderer? Never, I say. Never! I took on the gun to bring order to this lawless land, but an order driven by justice, not blind violence!”

“You will face many dangerous situations, Mr. Bingle, where to hesitate is to die. This man is under my thrall. I have ordered him to kill you if you do not kill him first.”

I inspected my would-be victim, currently twirling his blade between agile fingers. His disparaging rictus told me that there was a real person under that strange attitude and even stranger apparel. He took a step forward, and I aimed… at Ariane Delaney.

“If you tell the truth, milady, then you are the one who drives this person to murder, therefore it is your influence I must undo to win the day. I know that my chances are slim, yet when the day of reckoning comes, you will not find me wanting! A Bingle always fights with honor, no matter the odds. Release him, if you please.”

I watch the mysterious woman blink with strange slowness until a rakish, accented voice almost made me jump.

“Well he got you there, boss lady. It’s as I told June, I told her, this Bingle lad got some spine and no mistake.”

“Indeed sir,” I replied, “ and I will not pretend that this is just an exercise. I loaded my revolver with real bullets. One does not wield such a tool carelessly.”

To answer, and to my dismay, my beautiful host grabbed her handbag from a nearby post and picked a small gun from its recess. Before I could react, she had calmly shot the strange man in the chest. Now, some of you dear readers might accuse me of writing pure fabrication, so outlandish and fantastic the sight was. The flesh of the man’s chest practically knitted itself before my very eyes! He placed his cupped hand under his chest and recovered the spent bullet as it fell, bringing the macabre trophy up for all to witness.

“Aw, boss lady, you know it tickles!”

“You will recover,” she replied coldly, “as for you, Mr Bingle, I was wrong to judge you according to my own standards. Your family has always been a beacon in the darkness, and if there is a part of you I should never have doubted, it is indeed your heart. Allow me to be the first to congratulate you on passing this little formation. I am most pleased with your efforts and will now give you your just reward.”

The lady of the land retreated inside of the range’s storage room while the unknown man pulled on a shirt, looking barely more civilized as he did. He was quite hirsute.

“Had to remove it. It ain’t fun removing blood and sewing holes from your shirts. Or so June tells me and man can that girl scream your ears off.”

“Does it… happen often?” I ask, unsure how to ask the man’s secret. Perhaps some sort of elixir?

“No. I don’t usually wear a shirt.”

“I see.”

“Ah, here she is.”

Miss Delaney returned with three boxes of various sizes tucked under her arms. A normal person would have struggled with weight and balance, yet she maneuvered them like a brawny construction worker. All boxes were polished wood, elegant yet unadorned.

“First, your revolver.”

She gifted me the medium one and I opened it to reveal a gun of exquisite make, a masterpiece of horn, steel, and silvery engraving. The grip fit in my hand perfectly, and its material felt warm under my fingers.

"Buffalo horn. I enchanted it so it does not overheat and the material is not deformed. You will still need to clean it. There is one additional surprise. Whoever grabs it without your consent will be cruelly burnt after a short delay. I calibrated it personally.”

“Miss Delaney, such a gift…”

“Next is the rifle,” she told me. The large box was opened to reveal a gun in the same style, similarly decorated.

“It has similar protection against damage. I added a minor charm to the sight. It will allow you to see your target, but it will not help you hit it. You will need more training if you wish to hit distant targets reliably.”

“What a princely present! I do not know what to say, Miss Delaney, and after I treated you so poorly! What can I do to repay this favour?”

My outburst of emotion forced a curious reaction. The woman smelled the air while her eyes widened and shimmered strangely in the darkness of the early night. Her strangely durable partner coughed to hide his hilarity and she merely shook her head.

“That will not be necessary, young Bingle. Consider it a mark of the friendship I have for your family, including your late grandfather. The best way for you to repay me would be to achieve your ambitions. Make sure I did not make those guns in vain.”

“Those… you made them yourself, Miss Delaney?”

“Yes, I heavily implied it. Do take care of them and of yourself. And now for my last gift…”

The smallest container held a star and some documents, which I read with great surprise.

“Me? A Marshal? But how?”

“I have used this ploy several times before. As long as you remain true to the justice, you will be fine and so will my reputation.”

“But I do not even know the law!”

“It has never stopped the marshals before. Just use common sense and bring your prisoners to a proper judge if you have not killed them yet. Not that those frontier magistrates know the law either…”

“You have my eternal gratitude!”

“Yes, yes, I am sure. Now, it is just a matter of setting you on the proper path. Geographically speaking.”

We discussed some more until the time came to return to the city. I addressed the durable man, whose name is Jeffrey, before he could leave us.

“Good sir, might I know how you were able to heal so fast?”

“Cursed as well, kid. And no, before you ask, I may not use it to heal the wounded and save the planet. Some gifts are not worth the loss, especially for you.”

“You must be correct, and you have my sympathy, sir.”

“You’re a good lad.”

He smiled, more bitterly than before.

“She was right. You cannot join us accursed ones because you are meant to be the best of what a dreaming humanity has to offer. Make sure you shoot straight kid, and make sure you shoot first as well.”
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With my promotion as an official law enforcer came the question of where to start. Despite my enthusiasm, my knowledge of the frontier remained quite limited, and although I had no doubt that dens of sin and crime existed all throughout the land, I would have to start somewhere. Miss Delaney suggested that I accompany her on a trip west where she intended to solve some railroad-related problems.

Indeed, the ravenous American spirit of entrepreneurship could not be quelled by distance or risk. Railroad companies already planned lines to bridge the populated west and east coast, which were also populated but by savages, a situation they intended to remedy. My gracious host’s convoy would depart Illinois to join the Santa Fe trail through the recently born state of Kansas. More specifically, our destination was to be the town of Council Grove where settlers could pass unmolested, in theory. From then, she told me that she had allies who would no doubt point me to the most heinous perpetrators. And so it was that we departed, fifty people poor enough in appearance yet rich enough in weapons to dissuade even the most daring of bandits. At first, we only crossed tame, cultivated land broken up by vast swathes of wood and wild forest. Only the howl of wolves lent a touch of ferocity to an otherwise calm place, and we often found hotels and inns to rest at night. I knew it would not last. After a week of travel, the landscape around me changed drastically.

The caravan had finally reached that vast expanse of grass the Americans call the Great Plains. Ah, dear readers, words fail to express the sensation of immensity that enveloped me day after day, crossing this sea of green, where the horizon seems to extend to infinity, yet valleys would mask much like a tall wave hiding the hull of a ship. I found myself day-dreaming upon my horse, Valiant, as the trip went on. It was not the exhaustion that pushed me to such languid depths, but the memory of my native Surrey I had left behind without, as the locals call it, ‘a lick of sense’. How the humble meadows felt far when nature ran untamed for weeks on end, lush yet hostile and desolate. To break the burden of monotony, I volunteered to patrol afield, even landing a few birds for my trouble to diversify a diet that consisted of beans, bacon, and boiled coffee. Those lonely trips served as a good opportunity to keep practicing my already formidable marksmanship.

Sometimes, we would come across frontier cities sprouted along colonist routes like mushrooms after the rain. They shared a rough and functional appearance that perfectly illustrated the down-to-earth and somewhat boorish manners of their citizens. A wide road surrounded on all sides by wood structures was usually all of it. Sometimes, two of those made a crossing, but no more! The locals would watch us pass with interest tinged with suspicion, although they were more than happy to take our coin. Fanciness here came from having a school next to the saloon and grocer. I would always see rough men leaving the premises, flush and delighted by the satisfaction of their base instinct. It occurred to me then, that civilisation would plant its earthy roots first before it could bear fruits. In one such town, a caravan hand was directed to the local house of ill repute without a bat of an eye, while my own search for a cup of tea only received dismissive jeers! Truly, the spirit of adventure required a great many sacrifices, and I knew that from now on, I would not leave a proper city without a good supply. Truly, my only intelligent conversations came from the ever-mysterious Miss Delaney.

“How can you stand traveling for so long?” I asked her. “Even with all the chores, I spend so much time with myself that I fear familiarity might breed contempt.”

“I always carry a healthy supply of books, young Bingle. One can travel and see a unique landscape, or travel with books and see ten.”

Alas, I only had so much free space on my saddlebags and settled on writing my observations. Similarly, the mistress of the convoy declined to share her stash with me. Those were precious tomes from a Spanish master, apparently, and she refused to let anyone handle them. I could not help but admire her commitment to the written word.

It was around that time that boredom pushed me to take an interest in the games of cards that the guards played with seemingly religious care, and when I met the person of Simon Nead (no relation to the famous guide I used to ridicule myself, or so he claimed).

Mr. Nead had the appearance of a dapper gentleman you would expect to see in any of the more refined gentlemen clubs of Pall Mall. Even the mud seemed to slide off his beige ensemble and charismatic smile as if the earth itself refused to stain his appearance. Mr Nead oversaw the first game I participated in and in which I was so thoroughly trounced that the players returned part of my loss. Perhaps out of pity, he decided to take me under his wing. He would spend hours showing me how to play hands, and he could guess my cards with such clockwork accuracy that I resolved, there and then, never to bet against him under any circumstances.

“Unlike chess, you do not possess all the information in games of cards, which means that you must consider the human factor on top of the rules themselves. Is your opponent aggressive? Conservative? Does he bluff?”

Mr. Nead revealed depths of wisdom I never expected to receive on a game so mundane. Many of his long-winded speeches started with poker, then shifted to a variety of subjects ranging from theatre, to politics, to the human condition. My peculiar teacher displayed such a strange combination of jaded boredom and benevolent amusement that I suspected he might be of a similar nature to Miss Delaney and Mr. Jeffey. On the contrary to Miss Delaney, however, he kept less nocturnal habits and so I assumed that he did not share her plight.

As days went by, I made the first fateful encounter of what would turn out to be a years-long journey. It happened as the caravan crossed a particularly wet patch of grass following nightly rains. The caravan master, a dour man by the name of Smith, sent me north where a local brook curved around a large rock, giving a commanding view of the valley below where the convoy was currently struggling. I was to make sure that the rock was not currently occupied by a possible scout. Alas, when I arrived, I realized that it was.

By a savage!

No sooner had I lifted my rifle that the summit’s current occupant raised an empty hand in a gesture of peace. He sat upright, his back to me and facing the caravan. Smoke emerged from a long, gnarly pipe in blueish clouds in rhythm with the reddening embers of tobacco. A large cloak of fur protected him from the brisk autumn temperature and masked most of his features, although I knew that he was a man from the muscular arm and a native by the deep black, wild hair.

“No need for that, child of fate. I am not your enemy.”

“Perhaps you are not mine,” I retorted, inspecting my flanks just in case. “But what of the caravan?”

“I am a shaman, child of fate. I know better than to poke that hornet’s nest. After all, like my ancestor…”

He turned and I saw a craggy face made ruddy by years of wind and sunlight. It was lit by two keen eyes as piercing as arrows. The pale sun was reflected in a large metal disc that hung from his neck.

“I can see the future.”

You can imagine, dear reader, that I was perplexed. On the one hand, this was an outrageous statement that no sane man would take heed of. Future sight? I was a lawman now, not some scoundrel spending his last penny on gin and a card reading by a fetching gypsy, no! On the other hand, magic had returned to the world with ever greater wondrous and terrifying displays. Had I not seen a man heal from a chest wound faster than your grandmother can knit a scarf? With my very own two eyes? I had to approach the subject with circumspection, yes, but without disdain. As Mr. Nead said, someone unveils themselves with every breath they take. It was up to me to determine whether this man was a liar, a threat, or a warning.

“That is quite the bold statement there, chap. I don’t suppose that you can back up your claim?”

“Of course, I can. That is why I am here. To deliver a prophecy.”

His voice turned strong and deep, as if echoed by some unseen cavern. His eyes shone in the wan light.

“When you step into the grove, seek jewels and you shall find a rose, but beware, for many seek her charm, and her thorns will not suffice to protect her.”

It took all my self-control not to scoff at this cryptic poppycock. By God, the oracles of Delphi must have received clearer omens than this mish-mash. A rose indeed! I may have been too generous in giving this man credit, I thought at the time, and turned to more serious issues.

“Let us focus on the present now, my strange fellow. What tells me that you’re not a scout preparing some sort of raid, hmm?”

The man puffed on his pipe before giving me an answer. If my accusation aroused his ire, he gave no signs of it.

“I am a Choctaw, from the south. This is Osage land, and it is peaceful.”

“You mean you are an Indian, but not a local Indian?”

There was another pause before the next response. It appeared that the man enjoyed his pauses.

“I have traveled far to deliver this message. Alone. If I wanted to raid, I would have done this closer to home, on Texan cattle traders, I suppose. We are not raiders, we have farms.”

I inspected my surroundings once more but found no signs that this man may have lied. I considered interrogating him more thoroughly, but I remember a lesson my uncle taught me about his adventures in India. How a suspicious and hostile officer had created a rift between himself and a local lord, leading to a conflict where none had been before. Besides, I was alone. If I indeed subdued the savage and he had friends around, not only would I be overwhelmed, but I would fail to warn the caravan of an impending danger. I decided to err on the safe side until I knew more and bid the man farewell.

I stayed for five more minutes, hidden at a distance. A scout would have rushed to warn his friends that the jig was up. The shaman merely prepared food. Satisfied for now, I returned to the others to relay my discovery.
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Nashoba, named after his grandfather, finished his piece of jerky just as the child of fate returned to his people. He was just a dot on the horizon for now. Funny how one piece of sand could move so much ground, at times.

“I help you as I can, daughter of thorn and hunger. You will have to save us all.”
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In total, it took us over a week of travel to reach the Kansas town that was to be our temporary base, and I could not help but frown when I realized that this discount prophecy related to this place. Of course, the canny Indian knew our destination. There was only one hub in the direction where we were going and it would not take Hannibal himself to guess what our destination was. To my mild surprise, the city turned out to be more pleasant than I expected. While I imagined slums and there were a few tents by the side of the road, many of the important buildings were two-storied ones made of sand-colored stones resting under the shadows of old elms. Yellowing oak leaves fluttered in the wind and painted the land in fiery tones. So pleased I was to see signs of civilisation, that I almost fell from my saddle when we entered the main crossing and I spotted a building that surpassed all others not just in terms of size, but also in activity. It proclaimed its name boldly in large red letters on its facade: ‘the shiny pearl’.

Ah, dear readers, I must confess that my honest Surrey fellow mind first wondered what a jeweler was doing here, at the edge of the frontier, and how it could afford to occupy such an expensive building. But of course, the laughs and folks that came in and out soon dispelled that foolish notion. How naive I was! The establishment was a house of ill repute, and the pearls obviously referred to the many precious stones the ladies of the night wore around their uncovered necks. And now you can imagine my conundrum, dear reader. ‘When you step into the grove, seek jewels,’ the Indian had said, and I was sorely tempted to see if it was merely an assumption that every hot-blooded young man on the trail would end up here, or if there was some truth behind the ravings of the strange native. Yet, embarrassment seized me when I realized that I would have to get in and be taken for a man motivated by lust instead of curiosity. How mortifying it would be! It was then that Mr Nead placed an arm around my shoulder, eliciting an unfortunate yelp from yours truly.

“We do not need you to set up camp, young one. If you wish to stay a while, you may. Just ask for direction when you leave.”

“I do not… that is…”

“You do not want to be seen as one who pursues base desires?”

“Precisely, sir.”

“Well, they also serve drinks. Just walk up to the bar and tell them how thirsty you are. I am sure that they will be accommodating.”

“You speak the truth! Well then, I must make sure…” I told him.

My feet carried me to the open door, past a man smelling strongly of alcohol and perfume. I entered with low expectations and it was then that my entire attention was captured by a rose in the swamp, an ephemeral flash of beauty in a sea of mediocrity. The heavens had picked fire and passion from the canopy of the stars and placed them in a container, under coppery hair and behind eyes like the darkest velvet. It was then that I saw her. THE woman. And my world fell apart.
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“You know, in the spheres of Likaean, only the oldest ones attempt to pursue this manner of projects,” Sinead says in the darkness of the secured carriage.

I tap a talon against my cup. The improvised chime drowns the sounds of the outside.

“I am merely steering fate in a certain direction. My instincts tell me it must be so.”

“That is what they say as well.”

“This will not hurt anything but their feelings, and I deem the long-term benefit worth it. After all, we are speaking about nothing short of the survival of this world. I must stack the odds in my favour.”

“I hope you do not choke on these words later, my dear, but if you do, I wish to be there to see it.”


169. Guns and Glory! 
Pearls are Forever 


The establishment known as the Pearl greeted me with a massive room vibrating with the din of conversations even so early in the day. A few steps up led to a central square covered in tables, couches, and chairs where men and their hosts socialized without reserve. A long counter extended to my left with a collection of bottles and glasses sitting in well-ordered rows on a shelf that covered the entire wall. Stairs and doors surrounded this pulsing heart of sin, passages to — I assumed — private rooms where one may consummate. A well-kept piano occupied the back of the room on a small pedestal where a man of indeterminate pedigree was busy playing the violin with surprising skill. None of this truly mattered to me at that time, for my mind no longer belonged to me, but to her.

My breath caught in my chest. My heart skipped a beat. A lead mantle settled on my wit, robbing me of my countenance at the sight of this apparition. She was a diamond at the center of a tin tiara, a rose in a bed of dandelions. A hive of — forgive me, dear reader — painted harlots buzzed around her, wearing gaudy garments and enough make-up to renovate the Westminster Cathedral with some left over for a couple of Whitehall pubs. By contrast, she only needed a plain dress in the deep green of winter pines to cover her lithe form. Her cleavage was just on the edge of daring, while a slit in her dress showed just a little too much calf. Ah, dear reader, you must feel me weak of heart and of conviction, but think! Think of the first time you lay your eyes on the one who robbed you of your heart with a casual tilt of the head. Then you would understand my predicament, for indeed, she had captured my attention while my cold mind refused to let go of the only thing that stopped me from throwing myself at her feet.

She lounged gracefully in a brothel’s main room.

It did not take the mind of Isaac Newton to guess what her occupation might be.

The scarlet of her hair was like a winter twilight, brazen and beautiful, yet cold. The smoldering of her brown eyes held a distance that I feared no man could ever bridge. For all her modesty, she was a kiln of desire, and for all of that passion, she was cold as ice. None of the activity around her touched the windows of her soul as they followed me across the room. As much as I tried to escape the burning frost of her fingers on my heart, I knew that I would charge a fort for a true smile to bloom on her angelic face. It took all of my willpower to swim away from the whirlpool of her pupils and to make my way to the bar. If it had not been my original plan, I believe that I would have failed to think of one.

My arrival and the lady’s gaze was noticed by a quartet of rough men nursing hard liquor. Their leader was a thug with a dirty, messy beard, two porcine eyes, and a gut covered by a shirt that might have been red under the stains at some point in the distant past. They smirked, but I decided to pay them no heed. I was a marshal now, and a marshal should not provoke people for the sake of his ego. Challenges would come soon enough.

The barman was a barwoman, a solid lass with a square jaw like you would see socking their husband by the Thames for coming home stinking of gin. What she lacked in conventional beauty, she made up for in confidence, giving her a powerful presence. The mistress of liquors inspected me with a quirked brow but a pleasant enough smile, and I knew that I was not considered for shoe-slapping quite yet.

“What is the second most refreshing thing you have?” I asked, still in the thrall of my heavenly vision. And indeed my heart beat a thunderous drum at the thought that she was here, behind me, so tantalizingly close.

“Oho, good one. For you, pretty boy, I got some lemonade just the way my ma used to do before the pox got her. Fancy a glass?”

“That would be terrific, miss,” I assured her. I was eager to sample the local specialities after swallowing dust for seven days. The lady smiled and served me in a beer mug. I sipped on tangy bliss and sighed with contentment. It was then that I heard the heavy thud of footsteps tramping behind me. Ah, what a conundrum, dear readers. I could turn and face the sun of her beauty, or show my back to what was possibly imminent danger. Come on, Alexander, I told myself, trust in yourself.

I gathered my phlegm just in time to face the tall man in the red shirt, and recognized in his lopsided grin the base, animalistic pleasure of the simple bully at the sight of a fresh target. I was immediately on my guard and he didn’t disappoint! Stopping a few paces aways, he placed his meaty fists on equally meaty sides and roared his provocation.

“What’s a lily-livered coward doing in this here fine establishment?”

I delicately placed the mug on the counter by my side and straightened my posture for the inevitable showdown.

“I was wondering the same thing, friend. What are you doing here?”

It took the brute a remarkable amount of time to decipher my insult. By that time, I had come to a decision. As a representative of the law, I was to avoid brawls and show exemplary behavior to steer the frontier masses on the path of righteousness. Unfortunately, one could not garner respect without showing a bit of spine first. I had to be realistic about my chances of convincing anyone if I hid behind my badge at the first sign of trouble. The law-abiding lad in me wanted nothing less than to bring this troublemaker to the authorities, but the adult saw that this was a different place from my proper Surrey, and when in Rome, give an idiot a sound thrashing.

“Don’t think too hard, you’ll strain something,” I added helpfully.

By that time, I was already on the balls of my feet and ready to give the lout what for. Indeed, his bovine face exhibited confusion, then consideration, then finally crimson anger as my defiance finally crawled its way through the underused paths of his mind. He took a step forward. He stopped immediately. Even I felt my smile slip a little when the barrel of a long hunting rifle bypassed my left ear to aim squarely at the bully’s chest.

“None of that, boys, you take your ‘disagreement’ outside or I’ll splatter your guts over the floor. That means you, Walker.”

“Don’t point that thing at me, Sally. You wouldn’t want to see me angry.”

“The only reason I’m not seeing you inside out right now is that I’m the one who’ll have to mop your lard off the parquet if I pull the damn trigger. You mess with me, you mess with the Pearl, Walker.”

The thug snarled, an animalistic move that surprised me, as I would never have expected such a crude expression from a white man.

“Come on out, stranger. Let’s see if you can put your fists when your mouth is. You and me. I’ll be waiting outside.”

“I’ll put my fist where your mouth is,” I grumbled to myself. Not only was I dragged into an embarrassing affair in front of a fallen angel, but now I was even denied my lemonade. For shame.

“Be careful,” the bartender said. Her previous confidence had faded like snow under the sun. Now she looked strained and worried.

“I seen them drink from a vial around their neck. Makes them as strong as a bear and just as stupid. Drugs of some sort.”

“Can they stoop any lower?” I exclaimed, scandalized.

“I ain’t eager to find out, Your Lordship.”

“Thank you for your help, Sally. I will be careful. And my name is Alexander. No Lordship for me.”

“He will hit hard and he won’t feel pain. Perhaps it’s better if…”

“Do not suggest it, Miss Sally. I could not entertain the thought.”

I left and thought I heard a whispered sentence about entertaining her instead. Duty called. The sun greeted me far too soon. Four brutes waited downstairs, spread evenly to prevent my escape, I suppose. I placed my felt hat on a wooden balustrade and stepped down to meet them. I noticed that the men all had revolvers on their hips, and so I didn’t remove mine.

“We can start whenever you wish,” I informed my would-be opponent. A crowd was already forming to watch us rumble.

“Now then, you little shit. I’m going to show you why they call me the hammer,” Walker grumbled. He spit in his fist, which was to me as abhorrent as it was incomprehensible, and picked around his soiled shirt to reveal a tiny flask. He drank from it what must have been just a drop, but his ugly mug immediately exhibited into an expression of pure, unadulterated felicity, a happiness defiled by the beastly instincts it fed on. The brute roared and came at me swinging.

Dear readers, I never mentioned it before since it was scarcely relevant to the story, but do note that I took quite a few licks from William ‘Bendigo’ Thompson at the bequest of my father, who had rescued that awesome man from his drunken morass. One does not survive apprenticeship under England’s former heavyweight champion without learning a few tricks, a notion my opponent discovered immediately when I dove under his haymaker and delivered a powerful jab on his liver. To my surprise, the man barely grunted under the onslaught, and the backhand blow would have caught me off-guard without Sally’s warning. As it was, it was all I could do to dodge the onslaught.

Walker would rush at me and hit with everything he had. I would move to the side, deflect and block what I could before he would charge again. The few painful counters I landed would have incapacitated most men, but he was no longer himself.

It was when he landed a solid blow on my shoulder and I reciprocated by breaking his nose that I realized the only avenue of salvation left to me. The blow got me the first solid reaction since the beginning of the fight. Walker shook his head and pulled back. His blood ran a fresh coat of color on his blemished shirt.

I had to aim for the face.

Instead of waiting for the man to recover, I charged into the breach with determination. A proper pummel would see me take the day! And pummel him I did, until my knuckles bled. I gave the lout the correction he deserved without giving him the chance to recover, even taking a small hit to the temple so I could keep fighting. It was when my adversary barely stood that an imperious voice woke me from the focus of battle.

“Behind you!”

I turned just in time to block a hook aimed at my neck. The gall! What manner of miscreant interrupts a fisticuff, I ask? Only the vilest, most honorless fiends. Anger seized my heart, and I gave the surprised foe an uppercut that sent him careening on the ground. When I turned, Walker had not moved yet for he was stunned, but one of his cronies had his hand suspiciously close to a grubby handle.

That was when, dear reader, I decided to put a stop to this farce. Insults and knuckle fights might toe the line of legality, but assault with a gun crosses it. I casually opened my vest, revealing the star beneath and saw my assailant pale.

“You will remove your filthy paw from that disgrace of a gun or, with god as my witness, you won’t live long enough to regret it,” I told the man

It was with some trepidation that I observed the terror on the man’s traits. Unfortunately, he had frozen in place and, heeding Mr. Delaney’s advice, I took a step back and to the side in order to put my back against the wall and keep all the mooks in sight. This maneuver let me look at the man still on the ground, nursing his jaw and glaring.

“You’re messing with the Crew,” the gunman grumbled into his (possibly lice-infested) beard. “Nobody messes with the Crew.”

“The law messes with everyone, villain. Remove that hand now.”

“Let’s all calm down now,” another one said. “We will all take a deep breath and go our separate ways.”

“Surely you do not expect to threaten an officer and refuse to comply and just walk away? I have questions for you lot,” I said, outraged that they would suggest just leaving. You must understand, dear readers, that I was quite young at the time. The very idea of letting those ruffians go even temporarily filled my heart with righteous fury. Did they honestly believe that they could almost kill a man, then walk away after their attempt failed? The hammer of justice would smite those louts here and now, for the scale-bearing goddess could suffer no compromise.

“That’s a bad idea, friend,” the man continued, his hand sliding to his holster. I could feel where the situation was going, and placed myself in the proper posture to draw. Around us, the crowd raced away to take their distance. They knew too.

I breathed in and breathed out. All thoughts of anger left me. There was only me and the three targets. Two on my right, one on the ground, on my left. Walker was still standing drunkenly, a line of drool dripping down his bruised lips.

Three.

They would move. I knew they would try. The right man would do it. The man in the middle was hesitating, and the one on the left was waiting.

Breathe in.

A rictus of rage. A hand grabbing down. Motion.

I was ready.

I drew and shot once, twice, thrice. I caught the first two in the heart and the last one under his chin. They fell.

Breathe out.

They were dead.

I would have liked to claim, dear readers, that I felt vindicated since I had stopped an attempt on my person. A sense of duty fulfilled and of safer streets would have been welcome, I assure you. However, the only thing filling my chest were horror and a deep sense of emptiness. I had killed. I had broken the first commandment. The circumstances did not matter to me at that time, and neither did the legality or morality of my actions. The visceral reaction to ending one’s life cared not for such abstract notions. I had killed a person. I had killed three people, and my life would never be the same again.

Curiously, what drew me away from the abyss was not the muttering mob, but the memory of my mentor’s advice. I knew, as a marshal, that I would have to deliver death. My father Ronald and his father Cecil had taken lives all around the globe. Miss Delaney had been quite insistent that I should realize this, and not to hesitate when the time came. I was alive because of my conviction. It had been their choice to draw on an officer of the law and it had been my choice to pursue this career. I was where I had meant to go. Now, I had to own it.

Out of habit, I checked my corners and replaced the three spent cartridges in the cylinder, just in time to see Walker collapse on his side with the ponderous speed of a toppling tree. A few of the women in the crowd screamed at the sight of three cadavers. I did not feel like doing much right now, so I hailed an old caravan driver with a massive white beard.

“Is the sheriff on his way?”

“He sure is, my boy. You’re a little young to be a marshal, but there is nothing wrong with your aim. Hot damn.”

“Then when the gentleman arrives, please be sure to direct them inside. I need a drink.”

“Sure thing Your Lordship.”

“Just Marshal Bingle is fine.”

I went through the doors again. I had a lemonade waiting for me.

Of course, as soon as I crossed the threshold, all thoughts of liquid were forgotten in favour of something infinitely more invigorating, the sight of my fallen angel and her smile. Oh, that smile. I will never forget it. In this false palace of stucco and golden paint, from within that den of sin, surrounded by colored glass and frilly apparels, it was the only genuine thing I could spot. Oh, and Sally’s lemonade too, I suppose. It was quite fine.

“You had us worried there,” she told me. Her voice was low and husky, as smooth and indulgent as dark chocolate. I could have listened to her read an address book and never grown bored.

“I might have been concerned as well,” I freely admitted, “though concern cannot stop me.”

She chuckled. Waves of bliss radiated from my stricken heart with every ‘ha’ of merriment. I could do nothing. I was undone before the battle even started.

“I prefer courage over temerity, sir. How may I call our savior?”

“Alexander Bingle, milady, at your service! I cannot claim this title since those ruffians were after me, not after you.”

“Oh, they were after all of us. The Crew regularly comes to ‘unwind’ in town between two dastardly deeds. They are rowdy, rude, and they do not pay.”

“Dreadful. Then I am glad that I have done my duty!”

This boastful comment awarded me with another chuckle. Then, my fallen angel removed a shawl from — forgive me, dear readers — her cleavage. She used it to sponge the smidgen of blood on my temple despite my protests. I was loath to soil such a precious piece of fabric, but the lady would not have it. When she was done, she tied the colorful item around my arm.

“You defended us, Mr. Bingle. It is only fair that my knight in shining armor would wear my colors.”

I was blushing mightily during the whole process as you can imagine. It did not help that the shawl still carried her perfume, and its delicate scent titillated my nose during the entire delightful ordeal. I prayed to be delivered from inappropriate thoughts but my faith failed me, or to be precise, it could not compete.

“How may I call you, my fiery angel?”

“Aw, that’s a new one. Call me Annie.”

Annie. Annie. Annie. I had a name for her now. Quick, Alexander, get a hold of yourself!

“Then, Annie… why is the sheriff not acting?”

“He is a reasonable man. The sheriff has five deputies to deal with scuffles between colonists. He doesn’t have the numbers to stop the Crew. They have a hundred men, all veterans from the war. On both sides! Disciplinary battalion dogs, the lot of them.”

“They do nothing to stop this ignominy?” I exclaimed. Scandalous.

“Alas, no. My thanks again, Mr Bingle. I have to talk to the other girls. If you’ll excuse us.”

“Certainly!”

I made my resolute way to the bar out of fear that I would stare at her back and not stop until she had disappeared from my view. Sally was still at her post, polishing a glass with nervous gestures. Her smile was more bitter and sad than I remembered.

“You got them. Well, better th`an the alternative, I suppose. It couldn’t go on anyway. Here,” she said, giving me a piece of cloth drenched in cold water, which I applied to the bruise on my head with effusive gratitude.

“Think nothing of it,” she replied. “You just, ah nevermind, a wild weed can’t match a rose heh? Just be careful when you go out. The Crew will want to take revenge. You should get out of town soon. Hole up somewhere.”

“Never! But I understand your concern and will not go charging at a hundred men. I am courageous, not stupid.”

A doubt crossed my mind at some of my past actions. I firmly believed that a dumb man can never learn, which made me exempt. In my own eyes.

“You take care now, Mr Bingle. Can I call you Alexander?”

“Of course Sally, tis only fair!”

“Oh, the sheriff is here. Can see his hat from the window. You… ought to go talk to him. Don’t let your guard down, you hear? Never let your guard down.”

“Thank you Sally. And I will see you later!”

“Yeah. You do that.”

I stepped outside, ready to face the music. The sheriff was an old man with a neatly trimmed grey beard and a white felt hat, making him visible from afar. He was accompanied by a few fellows of various ages and they all had one thing in common besides their badge of office: a deep fear that they never bothered to hide.

“You done did it, boy. You done did it. The lord save me from hotheads, Jesus. They’re dead.”

“I was merely defending myself, sir. They drew first.”

“Yes yes, I’m sure. Not that it matters. You just started a war, boy, and it’s us that got to pick the pieces, if we ain’t pieces ourselves. Jesus lord have mercy.”

“Instead of complaining, should you not call for reinforcements?” I asked, annoyed. “I understand caution but it looks like you gave up.”

Alas, my comment turned the man’s face red with unbridled rage.

“You think I ain’t done it? That I’m sitting on my ass all day long? The Crew’s a fist, boy, and the arm behind it is longer than mine, is all it is. I did ask, and I was ignored. The second time the Crew officer visited me at my home, got it?”

“I see. Then… it is a conspiracy!” I exclaimed. What an unexpected development! Who could have guessed that a chance to apply justice would present itself so soon?

The sheriff just shrugged sadly. I begrudged him his defeatism. The man needed a stiff upper lip and a proper moustache to adorn it, I say! His responsibility for the town was too important to give up after two attempts, and I did not think that the grasp of the Crew extended to the Marshall office, or to the anti-corruption commission. Unless...

“Is there some dark magic at work?”

I regretted my words as soon as they crossed my lips and the men present crossed themselves in a cascade of muttered prayers.

“No witches here, boy. This is a Christian town. They’re not allowed inside… and if we catch one, she’ll burn.”

I closed my mouth with a click, because their reaction spread a fear that almost reached a boiling point. I had to return to my convoy and take stock.

“Well, are you going to at least arrest Walker? We cannot leave him lying in the street like a swine.”

“Yes, yes. We’ll get him inside, look after his wound. You should go, boy. Leave town if you know what’s good for you.”

I decided that discretion would be the best part of valor, for now. I needed to learn more about the situation before deciding on a course of action. I did not face a small band of cattle thieves, but a large group with a powerful backer. Almost a private army. Rushing in headlong would only lead to a lone grave on the prairie. I left on my horse, wary of my surroundings. The town was barricading itself already, and I spared a thought for the safety of Annie. The locals were rushing back while the visitors fled to the safety of their own camps. I made good time and found Miss Delaney’s convoy without much difficulty, as they had found a prime location on a small hill. I was let into her secured carriage and locked its massive door behind me. I had no idea how oxen managed to pull forward what amounted to a portable fortress.

Inside of the carriage, a pallid Ariane awaited me. The vivacious woman lost her lustre during the day. Her traits were drawn and her eyes had sunk, yet they still shone with a cold intelligence in the shimmering blue light of a strange lantern. A series of documents were laid on a large desk that occupied much of the surface. A steaming cup of her excellent coffee awaited my presence. I sat down and tasted it gratefully. Then, the floodgates opened and I dumped the tale of the recent events onto her patient lap. The mysterious lady listened without interrupting me until I was fully done. Her first reaction was to quirk a brow with an expression I seldom ever saw on her delicate features: surprise. She picked an elegant silver watch from an unseen pocket and checked the time.

“Barely one in the afternoon and we already have a brawl, a gunfight, and a love interest…” she grumbled. “You certainly worked fast. I credit you for your success, although you could have avoided the risky duel. That was an unnecessary risk.”

“Why would I do such a thing! The Law must have the last word!”

“Humiliated thugs must retaliate or lose their main source of power: fear. They will come for you no matter what. I would advise you to be more flexible in your pursuit of justice, young Bingle. You can always make an arrest while in a position of strength. The side of good should never look down on guile and delayed punishment, as some of your fellow mor… people, have demonstrated. In any case, you are uninjured, so I suppose it does not matter. Did you keep the vial of potion with you? The effects you describe sound familiar.”

“Alas, no. I did not think of it,” I grudgingly admitted.

“No matter, I will be sure to visit the morgue tonight. I am quickly learning more of the situation as the day goes on. It appears that your private militia and my railroad project issues are related.”

“Could it be that the mysterious backer behind them is the SAME PERSON?” I exclaimed, happy for the quick and gratuitous development.

“Yes. How fortunate,” Miss Delaney said, though she betrayed no emotion. “I need some more time to finish reading those reports. Stay as long as you like. Don’t waste coffee.”

I pondered today’s events in a silence only broken by the susurrus of turning pages. I had found a terrible injustice, but more importantly, I had desperately fallen in love at first sight with someone no mother would approve of. I had to save her. I had to find out which circumstances had led her to sell her dignity and make an honest woman out of her, I could accept no other outcome. After finishing my cup, I escaped and tried to absorb myself in the many tasks before me. The repetitive nature of cleaning, washing, and darning the holes in all I had provided no distraction. My thoughts wandered back to the woman, Annie, her smile, her delicate perfume. I dared not touch the shawl tied to my arm. What did it mean? Had I truly earned her favour, or was this a ploy from a cunning woman?

Did I even care?

Forgive me those ramblings, dear reader. I was a moth caught by the prettiest fire this side of the Atlantic. The fallen angel had me hook, line, and sinker. I was a doomed man. My only solace came a couple of hours later after everything was done and the shock of love and death merged with the fatigue of the trip. I collapsed on my cot and only opened my eyes after the sun had set. I realized that I was ravenous and left my tent to a surreal vision.

The camp was on a sparsely wooded hill around a grass-covered meadow. Its center was now occupied by the most curious of scenes. Miss Delaney stood to the side next to a table carrying scientific equipment, inspecting a test tube filled with dark liquid. Meanwhile, Mr Nead sat at a table covered with a genuine white cloth. Candelabras provided a warm glow that seemed to ward off the evening’s chill while tall glasses filled with golden wine spoke of summer afternoons by the lake. Mr Nead himself was resplendent in a beige ensemble, princely and lavish, yet sharp. An ethereal woman I had never seen before played the harp with impressive mastery, reinforcing the feeling of otherworldliness. I felt as if I had stumbled across a banquet in a dream, and that Puck might lead Oberon and Titania to join us shortly. And yet, the glass felt solid under my fingers when I joined them, and the wine tasted of honey.

“So good to see you, young Bingle,” Mr Nead said as he shoved a cracker in my hand. It was covered with cucumber sliced so thin it was perfectly transparent. I took a bite and sighed in contentment. At the back of my head, memories of fairy tales warred with my rationality, hinting at journeys with no return and century-long stays.

“Eat plenty, because the night is young and filled with secrets,” the man whispered. I turned to ask about the elfin woman, but felt rebuked even thinking about her.

“I have found more about the liquid your opponent consumed,” Miss Delaney said as I did my best to eat with moderation, instead of gorging myself like one of Circe’s guests.

“Mr Nead kindly obtained a sample from the town’s, for lack of a better term, surgeon. The solution is magical in nature, and quite dangerous at that. It ignites the consumer’s essence, pushing the body to its limits and providing relief from pain and discomfort, but it does nothing to protect the body itself. Whoever drinks it will be a dangerous, implacable warrior for the effect’s duration at the cost of, I suspect, longevity. Additionally, the substance is a potent mood-enhancer and disinhibitory, which contributes to making it highly addictive. If the Crew members do use it regularly, then they are fiercely loyal. I also suspect that higher brain functions might be impaired, from what I have gathered.

“I see, and how does it relate to your train line issue.”

Miss Delaney put down her tube and nodded at me.

“Well spotted, Mr Bingle. An unknown interest is buying strategically placed land from local farmers at cutthroat prices, then reselling it to my venture at rates that make expansion unsustainable. Usually, such individuals or organizations transfer funds east to reputed banks to safeguard their interest, but it seems that we are dealing with a local, paranoid organization. Their refusal to deal with everyone is a weakness in the sense that they lack backing, but a strength because they leave no trail. We will have to inquire more.”

“The sheriff mentioned that he had contacted his superior twice, but that it only resulted in threats to his family,” I remarked.

“Yes, an excellent starting point for our investigation. I fear that I must rely on you for the… day-to-day operations, so to speak. May I suggest —”

Miss Delaney stopped mid-sentence, and when I looked up, she was facing the city with a deeply intense expression. A moment later, I heard the roar of a gun. I was on my feet before the noise died down.


170. Guns and Glory! 
The West is not Enough. 


Just as I reached the end of the circle of light, Ariane’s voice interrupted my mad dash.

“Alexander! Your guns.”

Her glacial voice cooled down my urgency. She was right, of course. I was running blind and unarmed into the maw of danger, and as my father always said, the line between courage and temerity lies in self-control. I quickly passed by my cot and grabbed my weapons, tying my belt as I moved.

I ran the first yards blind as an owl anyway, relying on the path’s regularity not to fall. My eyes progressively grew more accustomed to the darkness and I found I could see reasonably well thanks to the radiance of the moon over my head, and the town’s lights in the distance. It was enough to see shapes hurrying towards the safety of the buildings. I ran after them until I stumbled upon a scene that made my heart skip a beat. There were two bodies on the ground.

The first, I dismissed with a huff of anger. He was a man wearing filthy rags, his face still contracted in a rictus of vicious ecstasy even as the last of his blood soaked the ground in a slowly expanding dark pool. He had caught a coach gun shot to the chest at point blank range. The weapon lay discarded on the ground next to its owner.

I am still unsure what led me to recognize her. Perhaps it was the cut of dark hair, or a certain pride that still pushed her to hold on in her last moments that caught my attention as I kneeled by her side. Her single eye found me. The other one was lost under bruised flesh and blood.

“Sally?”

She coughed. Her body shook under shock and what must have been a tremendous amount of pain. The parts of her left untouched still shone with vibrant life. Details seared themselves in my memory. The muscle strands under the skin of her forearm, used to hard work. The clean fingertips. A bare calf revealed by accident. They contrasted with the pulped mess left by ham-like fists, the marks of a beast-like savagery. My mind could not comprehend how humans could have been so mindlessly brutal, but my heart pushed me to grasp those searching fingers so she would know that she was not alone.

“Wished— “

She coughed, her voice broken by agony.

“Wished you had looked at me like that before.”

“Sally, help is on the way.”

“Help. Yeah. The Pearl. Coming for everyone.”

“The Crew, you mean?”

“Yeah.”

She coughed, and this time blood erupted from her pale lips in an omen of death. I panicked because it was too soon for her to go, too senseless. She still lived right now, intensely so. She was so courageous to have come here alone. It was her coach gun I recognized lying on the ground. The Crew members must have seen her, they must have recognized her. She shot one before or after they ran her down, it mattered not. They had pummeled her into the ground then left without a care for their victim or even their fallen accomplice. Those men were beasts, no, worse than beasts. Wolves mourned their own.

“Ariane? Ariane!”

“I am here,” the blonde woman said at my back. I had not seen her arrive, of course.

“Can you help?”

I turned. She was wearing a darker dress with what appeared to be chest armor, and she wielded a rifle. She nodded once, but there was something in her gaze I did not like: pity.

“I can make her comfortable.”

“No! We must have doctors… someone!”

“She is bleeding too much, including from the inside.”

Sally started to choke. Her breaths were growing more labored by the second.

“Others…” she said again. She released her hold on my hand.

“You must go now,” Ariane said in a low voice.

She kneeled by the woman’s side and brushed her hair back from her sweat-soaked forehead.

“Will you…” I asked, aware of the price of her curse.

“No. She is not prey.”

“Right.”

It was all the time I could spare. I sprinted away, hoping to outrun my guilt, my fear, and the welling grief in my heart. If I had not… but no, I had to concentrate on the task before me, not on the lives those insane fiends left broken in their paths. I do not believe, dear readers, that I ever ran so swiftly as I did then. Every step propelled me forward as if by wings, but they were brittle, made of wax and feathers, and my sun would come soon enough. And it did, when I arrived upon Grove’s main street and saw a Boschian vista open before me. From the grocery by my side to the dirt road, it was a normal small town in Kansas. After that came hell and its demons. A horde of roaring, whistling, hollering riders galloped along the streets in a senseless cavalcade. The noise was deafening. They were carrying torches giving everything around them a fiery glow so that their flushed faces and filthy hats made them devils and demons come here for a single night. The anger and fear in my heart turned to despair at the sight of so many men — they were at least a hundred! — and then to impotent guilt when I spotted Walker among them. The horrendous man was laughing where he was, and on his horse’s greasy bridles I saw his heavy mitts, and on them I saw much blood. And I knew. I knew he had brought his petty vengeance and I knew that, right now, I could kill him. And I would not, for it would kill me.

It was not self-preservation that drove me, but cowardice. I didn’t want to die, not senselessly. Not like this. I did not regret that choice later, but know this. I was not motivated by wisdom but by fear, and to this day, it was that fear that saved me.

I do not regret it.

I never got the chance to regret it.

After I gathered my spirits, I slipped in the shadows before anyone could see me. Gunshots erupted from the street, first one, then a thundering ruckus that wouldn’t stop. I made my way along the back of the street, through gardens and flower patches until I could see the center of the men’s ire: the Pearl in all its decadent glory.

Fortunately for me, the bordello’s management had more sense than me. The establishment was barricaded, every window boarded and the main door was locked tight. A swarm of riders was shooting at shutters and walls with more mirth than determination. I raced a bit farther and crossed the street to circle back. A few burly men threw themselves at the entrance as I did so, but it seemed to be holding for now.

The back of the Pearl was larger than I thought, with a low wall, several sheds, and a lot of room to hang laundry. I climbed over the wood separation and found light at a second-floor window. I hailed them, and soon Annie’s face peered through the opening. The light framed her breath-taking beauty even as worry marred her traits. I finally understood what Romeo would have felt under the balcony of the Capulet’s princess, if he had existed. Nothing could diminish her charms.

“Mr Bingle? Is that you?”

“Yes, my night angel, it is I, Alexander.”

“What about Sally?”

“I…”

Anguish stole my breath, but I tore the words out of my unwilling throat. She had to know.

“The Crew got to her first. I am so sorry…”

I could not see her so clearly from below, but I believe that her lips trembled and a tear traced a wet path down her perfect cheek.

“Ne… Nevermind. Get in, quickly! I’ll open the door.”

I was let through and faced an eclectic crew. Old men, a few brawny lads and the prostitutes themselves. Without the feathers and glass trinkets, they were just scared women. Many of them were as young as I was.

“Should we evacuate?” I asked.

“What we?” an older woman spat. “You just came here.”

“Enough chatting, Hortense,” Annie said as she clambered down from upstairs. “Unless you got a cavalry regiment under your skirt, we need all the help we can get.”

“That you do,” a glacial voice said from behind.

I turned to see Ariane and Mr Nead by the entrance behind me. The Pearl’s staff took a collective step back. Although Miss Delaney had the appearance of a girl my age, she possessed a poise and demeanor that spoke of supreme confidence, an effect only reinforced by the urgency of the situation and the impressive rifle she carried over her shoulder. As for Mr Nead, he was also armed with silvery guns that shone in the light of the only lantern present as if haunted by some inner fire.

“There are men waiting in the woods behind us for you to leave. The Crew is trying to flush you out.”

“We have a secret passage out of town,” Annie explained, and Hortense made to protest but she was silenced with a glare. That surprised me considering that Hortense appeared to be the madame of this establishment, with richer garments and an attempt at dignity. I was under the impression that they were in charge, yet Annie had the upper hand now.

“It will carry us to those rocks over yonder.”

“Far enough that you might avoid detection,” Ariane conceded. “You should do so now.”

“What about the kids?” a prostitute with blonde hair and a pointy nose asked.

“We have children with us. It will take some time to evacuate them as well,” a dark-skinned woman added somberly.

“Then you need some more time. The riders have gone through the grocery and found oil. They might decide to smoke you out instead,” Ariane added.

“I can go upstairs and lay covering fire,” I suggested. “That could slow them down.”

It would not do much and I might get shot, but the fear from earlier remained strong in my mind and I needed an opportunity to exorcize it.

“The third floor dungeon room has thicker walls. It overlooks the street so it should do,” Annie says.

“I will go,” I stated.

A few others volunteered to join, including three of the rough men. The blonde woman with a pointy nose joined despite my brief protests. I noticed that none of the others objected to her decision. We had the beginning of a plan.

“Mr Nead and myself will provide covering fire from the bank’s roof,” Ariane informed me, “although I cannot reveal my presence so early. Do you understand?”

“I do. I hope the sounds of fighting will attract the men lying in ambush.”

“That is likely. Unfortunately, you might be swarmed while you attempt to escape.”

“If only we had a stick of dynamite!” I exclaimed, “Then I could drop it on the ground and clear the entrance while providing a distraction to flee. Two birds with one stone. Alas…”

Miss Delaney flinched, an expression I had never seen her express before. Mr Nead leaned towards her. His amber eyes shone with amusement.

“Are you perhaps contagious, poppet?”

“Silence. Ahem. As for you, Alexander, I do have a powder charge with a timed detonator you might use.”

She retrieved a small packet from a pouch at her back. A string emerged from its well-wrapped shape.

“Simply pull on this and throw it.”

“Then run like hell!” Mr. Nead added with a dazzling smile.

“Jolly good!” I exclaimed, spirits rekindled!

Sometimes, dear readers, it felt like I had a guardian devil watching over me with jealous zeal, favouring intelligent violence rather than virtue.

“It is decided then,” Annie said, “everyone do their best and see you on the other side of the passage. And you?” She finished with some hesitation.

“We will find you, don’t worry,” Miss Delaney finished.

Everyone nodded, allies of circumstances brought together by adversity and a purpose: to survive the night. I made sure I had my weapons with me and climbed the small stairs at the double behind the form of another fighter. Finally, the time had come to dispense some well-deserved justice!
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Back outside, two shapes moved through the night with preternatural grace. Their speed and quiet would hide them from the vigilance of all but the most determined sentries, and there were none tonight. The pair climbed the walls of the bank, now gutted and emptied of its contents. They settled to wait for the hostilities to begin farther across the street.

“Sinead, I want some explanations,” the female form hissed in a tongue that few people knew on this plane.

“What about, poppet?”

“None of this! This Annie woman is related to you. I can taste it in her aura.”

“Of course! She is my granddaughter.”

The blonde vampire turned a murderous eye to her partner in crime who merely shrugged.

“Elaborate,” she demanded.

“When two people enjoy each other very much, the man pushes his hot seed in the — “

”I will flip you over the edge like a witty pancake.”

“Do you remember when we met in Marquette for the first time?”

The vampire frowned. She remembered a fancy hotel. An open window across the street. The shadow of a naked leg.

“You had spent the night with Louisa Watson. An Suqqam Hayatu Sinead YOU DIDN’T!”

“I told you I had left her a souvenir, and that Louisa Watson would be promptly married. She was. Her first-born son grew up to be an immensely charming lad who attracted the attention of Lynn Merritt in forty-eight while they were both bored, horny teenagers. Nature followed its course and here we are!”

“Lynn never told me of her first child!”

“I believe that Annie was left at an orphanage so Lynn could marry her east coast sweetheart. A tale as old as time itself.”

“But that means… No…”

“Oh yes. You will never, ever get rid of me. Welcome to generational messes, dearest poppet. It is the true delight of the long-lived folks. Do you know that I once bedded someone who was my great-great-grandmother by alliance? It was the talk of the court for an entire day.”

“I regret everything.”

“I am sure you will be pleased with the final product.”
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When Annie mentioned the ‘dungeon room’, dear readers, I admit that I expected some sort of cell where the most intoxicated patrons were sent to cool down. I was apparently quite wrong. Suffice to say, the depths of depravation to which mankind would delve in search of earthly pleasure appalled me to an extent that I cannot put quite into words, and I still pray for the soul of the carpenter who designed and built that specific chair. May the lord have mercy on his deviant soul.

Ignoring the dreadful contents of the room, as well as the crude remarks of the men around, I took my position at the front, near a barred metal window. The blonde prostitute settled opposite me. Once more, I refrained from commenting on her presence.

“Ready?”

Everyone assented, just in time for me to spot two men walking down the street, carrying  a satchel between them.

“Fire at will!”

I lined up the man on the left and shot him in the chest. The second man fell at the exact same moment.

“You’re not just talk, then,” the blonde woman approved in a calm voice.

I seethed at being judged passable by an armed strumpet! My short outburst of outrage died down soon, however, when I realized that I had a competent ally. I lined up a horseman come to investigate why his companions were dying on the ground, and hit him in the chest as well, but this one merely jumped in surprise and pointed at the Pearl.

“Turkeys! Upstairs! Little turkeys!” He rasped, yet somehow his voice carried over the noise of men crashing against the barred entrance.

“Shoot the turkeys!”

I fired faster. A second bullet in my target’s torso barely got more of a reaction. He rode away, firing a hastily drawn revolver at the bordello’s facade. At first, I thought I may have missed it until the torches of a nearby group showed the dripping red on his horse’s flank and I finally realized that he was drugged to the point of numbness. All of them were.

“Damn serum!” the blonde woman pestered. “Those fucking swine juicers.”

“Is the person who taught you how to shoot the same who taught you how to swear?” I asked as I reloaded.

“Yeah, my dad.”

“Should have done a better job at the swearing part,” I told her with some vindication. Obviously I objected to the fair sex spewing curses, dear readers, but I had to repay her for her earlier comment.

“Fuck you!”

Soon, there was no more time for banter as the numbers of riders increased and what they didn’t achieve through accuracy, they would soon get through numbers. Bullets whistled past us like furious wasps. The dull thud of lead impacting the dungeon’s wooden walls reminded me that our haven was simply the least flimsy walls we had, and that there was a limit to its endurance. Worse, we were forced to shoot faster lest a lucky bullet caught one of us. Our only saving graces were the festive mood outside and our precision.

Several times, the woman and I managed to shoot dismounted crewmen while they busied themselves picking up oil. Our bullets would catch them in the head, or in a part of the torso that disabled them immediately. Our task was only possible because of the perfect vantage we had, and also because of the one watching over us.

“That cold bitch of yours is a beast!” my companion of misfortune exclaimed while yet another rider’s head snapped back. It appeared that Ariane had decided to forego the heart in favour of an organ the ruffians did not seem keen on using. The results spoke for themselves. Many of the men stopping to take proper aim ended up dead.

My world narrowed until there was only the window, and the targets beyond it. The crewmen knew where we were by then, and so their focus improved. At one point, a bullet pinged on a metal bar and traced a small, bloody furrow on my right forearm. The wound seeped blood but I could not stop because more and more riders were coming and we needed to buy some more time. Look, find, aim, shoot, reload if needed. Only my focus remained, and my will to survive. I was beyond emotions, even fear. I just had to line up the sight on one more moving chest, and pull the trigger.

One of our men was hit in the hand, losing a finger but not his determination. His cries and angry mutters dragged me back from the strange mindset I had adopted to see that the blonde woman was terrified. Below, I heard the sound of wood shattering. We were breached. The crewmen had abandoned the smoking out plan, and they would be swarming us very soon.

“It’s time to go!” I screamed. Everyone else pulled back with speed and I wondered if they had stayed because I had. They were looking at me now, as I retrieved the powder charge.

“Hope this thing works,” I mumbled as I pulled the rope and tossed the package through the chipped window bars.

“What now?” the wounded man asked.

“Run like hell!” I replied, remembering the precise directions. And we did. I spared a look down towards the open space that formed the core of the Pearl, and I met the gaze of a tall man with a long black beard as dark as a raven’s coat. He was huge and mad, with bulging muscles, yet his was a controlled rage. He glanced up and smirked.

I smirked as well.

Then, the bomb exploded.

When Mr Nead had advised me to run, I expected a blast powerful enough to tear down a wall. I should have remembered that Ariane Delaney was of the school of thought that, if one elects to shoot the same target a second time, it ought to be for entertainment purposes only. The detonation sent us to the ground as the entire building shook to its unstable foundation. My ears rang and my head swam with dizziness. Dust fell from the rafter above us in a veritable shower. The smell of smoke and burned wood permeated the air.

Below, the dark-haired man screamed as half his face had caught on fire, or so it seemed to me. I did not wait. I dragged the closest person to their feet and rushed forward.

We raced down the back stairs as if we had the devil himself chasing after us. I followed the directions of the blonde woman. Our steps carried us down to the back entrance landing. Just as we reached it, the door to the garden banged open.

I drew faster than I ever had before and lodged a bullet in the charging man’s head before he even saw me. He collapsed at my feet, but the next man tackled me and sent my revolver clattering on the ground. I barely got the time to place my feet against his chest. His expression of bestial delight was short-lived. I sent him face first against the closest pillar.

Unfortunately, I looked up to see another lout aiming at me.

But I was not alone. The others opened fire and the man fell, pierced by a thousand wounds. No more attackers followed, and I was helped to my feet by a shaken cook.

“We should leave.”

Discretion being the better part of valor, I picked up my fallen weapon and we collectively crashed into the kitchen just as yells and the sound of thrashed furniture erupted from the open space. Sweat covered my body despite the evening chill and my heart beat like a drum. We found an open trapdoor, just as planned. It led into an underground passage dug through the earth. We hurried through this claustrophobic corridor in complete darkness. The sounds of the others breathing saved me from fear but not from introspection. I had killed again. I had been shot at. All within one day of choosing a cause to stand for. Truly, this land was in dire need of peace and justice. Tomorrow. I believed that I had seen enough blood for the day.

We quickly left the absolute darkness of the tunnel for the relative darkness of a clearing nestled between rocks and trees, giving us a view of the main street in the distance. A dense forest of oaks and ashes hid the scared band of women and children huddling together on the side. I moved to the side, finding Annie surveying the land.

“We cannot stay,” I tell her. “The Crew will find the tunnel soon enough.”

“I know. We were just waiting for you to leave.”

She sighed deeply, and I wanted nothing more than to hold her in my arms.

“I am not sure where we can go. If the Crew catches us on open ground…”

“I will assist,” Ariane’s cold voice said from the darkness.

Once again, people jumped at the noise, then at the appearance of my guardian demoness riding into the camp atop a mare as dark as the abyss. I swear, dear readers, that Kelpies had nothing on this creature. The tall horse stopped and snorted in a way that felt derisive. Mr Nead sat behind her without shame despite the incongruity of the situation. He dismounted, and the mount bumped her head against him, which didn’t make her any less threatening.

“I can have them protected while we attend to some more… important business.”

“Ariane, thank God the two of you came out in one piece,” I exclaimed with some relief. I would never doubt her ability, but lucky bullets tend to hit the idiot and the wise with the same exacting strength.

“Yes. What a blessing.”

She frowned, and I asked her more questions while the small crowd erupted in confused mutters.

“Did everything go well? Are we being followed?”

“The woods are clear.”

“Then… is something the matter?”

“The elixir makes the locals tasteless.”

“I know!” I reply with much outrage, “such brutes! A scandalous display. I cannot wait to get my hands on the one behind this.”

“What a coincidence. But, in any case, we need to reach the convoy. I gave them orders to hide in a more secure spot. We should be protected for the night while the Crew crashes down.”

“Then let us —”

“Why are we even waiting for you? This is all your fault!” A voice said from behind, silencing all whispers.

I turned to the expected and unpleasant face of Hortense, the Madame. Behind us, flames licked the edge of the Pearl, spelling the doom of her venture.

“If you hadn’t come, none of this would have happened.

“This isn’t my fault,” I calmly replied.

She gasped in outrage.

“Oh, really? So the Crew came to avenge tepid whiskey then?”

“It was my doing. I triggered those events. But they’re not my fault,” I reply with absolute conviction. Some of my certainty must have affected Hortense then, because she stared at me uncomprehendingly. I had to explain. It was important.

“Was it bad that I stopped my face from being caved in? Was it bad that I drew on those who were about to kill me? Did I commit a crime? Was it a horrible thing to do, not to lie down and let Walker break me in two? Was it so unforgivable?”

“You say that but Sally’s dead.”

“Yes, she is, because of events I started. I probably shouldn’t have revealed that I was a lawman, that backed them into a corner. But perhaps they would have come anyway after the thrashing I gave Walker. Or maybe I could have lost the fight and then they would have come a few days later anyway, for something unrelated. Maybe, maybe, maybe. We can spin our yarns until the Day of Judgement but it wouldn’t matter because it’s not my fault.”

I stand square in front of the old woman and cannot help but feel a bit of disdain at her sight. She is frightened and weak, sheep willing to bend before the first thug and let them run amok among those she’s supposed to protect, because that’s what a leader should do. In retrospect, dear readers, I realize that my anger was aimed at myself, at my earlier cowardice, even if it proved salutary. Hortense was merely the mirror to my failings. That was why the sight of her irked me so much. Nevertheless, I vented all I had on my heart. She would pay for myself, and all the others.

“My father always used to say, don’t blame yourself for the actions of monsters and idiots, or you will be crying all day. I am responsible but I am not guilty. I was not the one who punched Sally to death, I was not the one who rode through the city shooting at everyone, oh no. If we are to distribute blame, I was not the one in charge of the town’s security who hid God-knows-where. I was not the one who let Sally leave by herself to search for help.”

Hortense flinched, then, but I was not done.

“You got the short end of the stick and you look for fault in everyone but the guilty, and that includes you. The Crew has been terrorizing this part of Kanses for years and you did nothing, said nothing, or did you think the money they spent here was legally earned? Hah! The ruined farms, the castoff families, you were more than happy to forget about them so long as you had your tranquility. It only started to matter when it affected you. Guilt implies wrongdoing. I have done no such thing.”

I took a deep breath and settled down. Miss Delaney was following me from the corner of her eye with great intensity, while Mr Nead looked like a man at the theatre. In some ways, they were my guardian devils, but in other ways they felt like spectators of an opera, observing tragedy from the lodges and savoring the catharsis it brought them.

No.

I was overthinking. I needed to recenter on the problem at hand. Distractions could not be tolerated in this moment.

“But I am responsible.”

Consternated groans answered my claim. They were confused.

“I am Marshal Bingle, an Officer of the Law. It is my sworn duty to bring criminals to justice or to the grave and by God, I will not shirk it, no matter the odds. A single determined man can make all the difference in the world, so long as he has brains and courage in equal measure. No, I did not cause the Crew to appear or to do what they do, but yes, I will end them, here or later, alone or with help, I will end them. And I will find those behind this band of ruffians and they will rue the day they thought themselves out of reach. Now, those of you who wish to leave to safety, you ought to do so soon. The fight back starts tomorrow.”

And by start, I meant that we must plan for success. It might take a while, since I didn’t even know where to start.

“Wooh, that was hot,” the blonde woman with a pointy nose said, fanning her cleavage in a decidedly provocative way. I looked at her first, but my eyes were soon drawn to Annie, who now stared at me from under hooded lids in a way that endangered my very soul.

“I want to see what you can do, pretty boy. I will help you however I can,” the fallen angel declared.

“But… the dangers.”

“You will need to gather information, yes? I am very good at extracting information.”

“I am coming as well,” the blonde girl said, “enough being pushed around.”

Little by little, men and women detached themselves from the group of refugees. Those who didn’t have children, the zealous and the believers. The mad ones. Those who would take the first step so one day, others wouldn’t have to. I was facing some of the rougher sorts the West had to offer and yet, in this moment, it was I who was humbled, because they were not sworn to this war, but they would wage it anyway. How could I refuse such a crowd?
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“The Godling has gathered a ragtag band of prostitutes and caravan hands, Sinead.”

“I know. Victory is assured!”

“The fact that you are right bothers me on a fundamental level.”

“No, it does not. You love it. You are just being jealous.”

“Would you stop being so perceptive, please?”

“You will get your ragtag band as well, poppet. Yours just takes a little time to prepare, but you know what they say. The longer the wait, the more intense the pleasure.”

“I hate you.”


171. Guns and Glory! 
Steeleborough Never Dies. 


“You could solve this entire situation in a week,” I remarked.

The blonde woman reclined in her seat, hands together and fingers twined in a demure pose that would fool many a man. She studied me with eyes as blue as a summer sky but infinitely colder.

“I have worked for decades to be able to solve a situation in days.”

“I suppose that it is up to me?”

“If you abandon your project and return to New York to board the first ship, then I will take over.”

A pause.

“Will you?” She continued.

“Never!” I erupted, “What sort of man boasts about a dream then gives up at the first difficulty? I will stop the Crew or I will die trying.”

“See that you do not.”

“I am just unsure as to how…”

“You can always ask me questions.”

“Yes… Yes of course. Have you ever been in a similar situation?”

“Where I had to defeat an enemy I had no hope of stopping in a regular battle?”

“Yes.”

“Indeed. Several times.”

“What did you do then?”

She turned away and her expression grew distant.

“I borrowed an army. But here you do not have the luxury of time, I believe. Not with so many people you need to protect. There were cases where I lured mindless foes into a trap to take them down.”

“A trap… It could work. What did you use?”

“A positively ungodly amount of explosives.”

I sputtered at the thought of such a classical beauty in a neat dress manipulating such dreadful forces, and yet could I blame her? Was it not gunpowder and gumption that brought civilization to the farthest reaches of the world?

“Yes, we could lure the Crew into a place and blow it up. They seem unconcerned with their own lives. We need to find a good place and explosives, however. Perhaps someone knows something?”

Ariane removed a map from a drawer under her desk and unfolded it before my eyes. It showed the local territory. Pins pierced specific areas in a color code I did not understand.

“This is Steeleborough, an abandoned mining town at the edge of the trail. It was to be a mining town, but due to high transportation costs the activity never picked up. The Crew came to expropriate the inhabitants when they heard that a railroad would be built in the vicinity. It was the final straw. Now, the settlement is a ruin.”

“My, we could even use some of the steel if some remains.”

“Steeleborough was named after its founder, Mr Steele. With an e at the end.”

“Oh.”

“They mined zinc.”

“Nevertheless, they could have dynamite.”

“Indeed. While you were moving to safety, I took the opportunity to… have a talk with the mayor while he was inspecting the city for damage. He had much to say about the family who sends the demands that the Crew backs, but the most important thing is what one can read between the lines. The elixir those ruffians quaff comes from a mysterious ‘Mr Winters’. Until his arrival, the family was but one more frontier clan, albeit a cruel one.”

“You think that they are patsies and that we must identify this Winters.”

“Absolutely, and we must do it without him learning of my presence or he might go to ground, only to resurface later with a similar scheme.”

“He would know of you?”

“People with his knowledge of blood magic almost always do.”

“Fantastic, you have found much, Ariane. Between my brawn and your brains, we will get to the bottom of it yet!”

My elation was ruined by the distant voice of Mr. Nead.

“We’re all doomed!” He said with amusement. Ariane did not share his mirth.
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“I built a business empire starting with guns and expanding to alcohol and entertainment, but do people call me Ariane the Entrepreneur? No.”

“I regret teasing you, poppet, I did not realize it was such a sore spot.”

“And I created the alliance that stopped the Scourge Hive, bringing more species and factions together than the Lancaster renegades gathered to take down their insane progenitor, but do they call me Ariane the Negotiator? Oh no, not at all!”

“Aw.”

“I have engineering skills, I can play the piano, paint, and I am a master of enchanting and blood magic, the equal of Archmages, but do they call me Ariane the Polymath? Ariane the Scholar? Nope!”

“I call you poppet!”

“But call a naval artillery strike on ONE war lady, and I’m Powder Ariane. Or the Boom Girl! Why? Why, I ask! Scandalous.”

“Take it that way, Ariane. The ranks of the Midnight Aristocracy count a great many schemers, scholars, and entrepreneurs… but only one Boom Girl. You have successfully given yourself a personal brand.”

“...”

“Take it that way, my dear. Whoever thinks you are only resorting to explosives underestimates you, and that can only lead to their ruin. And even if they expect explosives, well, they never expect how much you are willing to use.”

The vampire frowned, then relaxed.

“You do have a sweet mouth.”

The Prince of Summer smiled suggestively.

“No.”
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“What do I look like?” Annie asked with a tense voice.

“Dust cannot hide the sun, rags cannot mask Venus in marble. You are my ardent dream, my fallen angel, and no artifice can make you less.”

“No, I, aw, you are so sweet. I suppose I should not ask you,” the muse replied, placing her hand against my chest. I felt the warmth of her palm through my shirt while her flowery perfume lured me in like a promise of spring. I was well and truly lost, dear readers.

“You should make ready, if you insist on accompanying Honore.”

I nodded and moved out of her way. We had made camp in a secluded clearing nestled between two hills, very close to the town of Steeleborough. Too close, I would have said, but we would occupy it or be found out long before crew members would find us. I quickly found Honore at the edge and looking up.

“Are you sure, marshal?”

“It has to be done.”

“We will not be able to arrest them.”

“Although I loath to be judge, jury, and executioner, I fear that I may not have a choice here. We are simply too outnumbered.”

“Right. Anyway, walk where I walk, imitate me and we should be fine. It’s an Injun that taught me.”

“I’m always eager to acquire more skill, good Honore. Lead on!” I exclaimed.

“Shhhhh.”

I wilted a little under the quiet reprimand. What we were going to do was underhanded and — dare I say — dishonorable. The lows to which I must stoop to protect the innocent terrified me, and yet the hammer of justice suffered no weak handling. I had to go all in. Annie’s safety also depended on it, which was a powerful motivator in itself.

Honore was as dark-skinned as they came. He wore a deep green coat over a white shirt and moved with the predatory grace of a panther. We walked up the slopes and I could not help but wonder where his strange knowledge came from.

“Say, Honore, were you perhaps part of the, what was it, colored regiment?”

“Non monsieur, I come from Haiti and I traveled here seeking my fortune. My ancestor was Dessalines himself.”

This all sounded suspiciously French.

“He overthrew the colonial government and killed tens of thousands of Napoleon’s soldiers.”

Good man.

“I am honored to fight alongside the descendent of such a noble character!”

“I thought you might, monsieur. Now hush. We must not give away the game.”

We progressed slowly and kept our eyes up. I had my guns but they were a last resort, or so I hoped. It took us almost ten minutes to crest the incline as we were quite careful not to be seen. Our caution turned out to be wholly unnecessary.

Steeleborough was equally nestled between two ridges and barely deserved the name of town. Rather, it was a village huddled around a mining pit now abandoned, with a single street and a well down near the exit. Most of the buildings looked deserted but there were a few outliers centered on a two-stories edifice that might have been a saloon. Even from high up, I could spot three sentries, two on a roof and one in the streets. They were looking down, however.

“Annie will be here in ten minutes, we have to get to work or the diversion will be wasted, monsieur.”

“The two sentries on the roof first?”

“Absolument.”

We stayed low on our journey down, although when I got close enough to see the face of our foe, I knew that they would not see us.

I watched sentries at work before, having visited my father while he was back from India. They all handled boredom in different manners. However, they all exuded that feeling that they would rather be doing something else, especially resting. I did not get this impression from those men.

Now I know, dear readers, that I compared those ruffians to cattle before, but believe me when I say that I expected more energy, more vivacious attention from grazing cows than I saw in those men. They lounged impassively, without talking, without any sort of drive. Their faces were frozen in a mask of bovine disinterest. Never did they even glance in any direction except forward. It was as if someone had removed from them what made them humans. Until, that is, they spotted a familiar figure making her way up the slope. Then, animation filled the men. Their impassive traits turned to grins of predatory glee, dripping savage, cruel joy. They chuckled horribly while we scaled the opposite side.

“See what I see? Do you see?”

“I see, I see.”

They were debased. Defiled. Devolved to their most degenerate tendencies.

Honore and I struck at the same time. He slid his knife in his sentries’ more tender part with an efficiency that reminded me of a butcher and worried me slightly. As for me, I simply struck my target’s head with a stone and a considerable amount of force. The pair went down like logs and without a sound. Below us, the third man had spotted Annie making a convincing impression of a survivor seeking help. He took a few steps forward, and I felt anger well in my chest. He would get close to her, with his grubby hands, his filthy clothes. He had lost that right the moment he fell in with a band of murderers and drank that vile mixture.

“We could take him down as well.”

“She will lure some of the others outside. It would be best to wait. Divide and conquer, monsieur.”

“If you say so.”

I watched Annie be dragged by the lout with trepidation. She was mewling and gibbering in a way that sent the man smirking, but she turned at the door and our eyes met, and hers were calm, calmer than mine in any case, dear readers! For the drums of the light brigade would not beat any faster. Thankfully for my nerves, we did not have to wait long. The sentry himself was tossed bodily across the saloon gates, body tumbling on the ground. He jumped back to his feet with a bestial snarl. His courage did not last long.

A man walked out, soon followed by two other cowed bandits. He was the red-hair man I had seen at the brothel’s first floor and he towered over the rest like a keep above a hamlet. A crimson gash decorated his left cheek. It bled a pinkish fluid as I watched. The man had been burnt and the wound was left unattended. It wept humors too unsettling to consider. The pain must have been excruciating.

The sentry’s rebellious fit lasted only long enough for him to stand back up. He and two others left in sullen silence. The red-headed man returned inside without a backward glance, a terrible oversight.

“We can act now,” I suggested, terrified at the thought of leaving Annie alone with these ruffians.

“Very well, monsieur. Please take the one on the left.”

We climbed down from the roof of what must have been a dormitory, taking great care not to be seen from the saloon’s windows. We trotted silently after the party seeking what Annie described as ‘a caravan in distress’ with terrified women, but would only turn out to be their doom. I picked a stone and gave the man on the left a terrible smack. David would not have brained Goliath any harder, for my spirits were inflamed by fear and outrage in equal measure. The man fell. Meanwhile, Honore jumped from one man to another, silencing them with the largest knife I had ever seen. Blood spilled on the grassy path, over grey rock. It looked paler than it should be. I averted my eyes, not used to such violence yet.

My father had mentioned it. Paintings and stories have always failed to express the horror of death, quite likely on purpose. Blood and innards on a recently living man could strip away the fervor of battle like nothing else. Only my sense of duty and Annie’s fate kept the horrifying realisation at bay. I had seen what these men could do. I would not stop.

Honore and I snuck back to the saloon just as the rest of our ragtag band came from the road, armed with whatever they had grabbed during the escape. We found the door unguarded and crawled in. Another pair of men stood in the middle of a dirty room cluttered with crates and barrels. They were trying to look into an inner door from whence Annie was screaming and calling for help. I did not wait for the Haitian and smacked the first person I found on the way, bursting in a moment later. Sounds of struggle came from behind but I had no choice but to try and save she who had so graciously acted as bait. I saw her push herself back up from a table, lips bloody.

I ducked at the same moment, trusting my instincts and providence and finding them warranted. A fist swung over me, missing my temples by a hair. A powerful hand grabbed my collar before I could react. The red-hair man had found me. He cocked his arm in a move as predictable as it was powerful. Unfortunately for me, I was unable to dodge. I blocked the incoming blow on my forearm and felt pain. Numbness spread. We struggled for a moment and it was not to my advantage. Nevertheless, my unexpected resistance irked the man immensely.

“I will crush you like an insect!” He roared. I watched more lymph seep from the raw meat of his cheek and knew that I had no choice. I punched it.

It was a harrowing experience for me, but an even worse one for him. My foe dropped me with a terrible bellow, taking a few steps back and allowing me to breathe properly again. He bumped against a piece of furniture and his already bloodshot eyes took on a dire intensity. He rummaged in his shirt for the vial I knew to be here, but I found myself unable to capitalize on his gesture as I was still recovering from my ordeal.

“You are meat, boy. I will enjoy putting you in your place.”

He brought the vial to his lips and smirked, but his expression turned to dismay as a terrible clang echoed through the room. He touched the back of his head and saw blood, then slowly toppled forward. He slammed onto the dusty ground like an old oak. I beheld Annie with a frying pan standing like an Eriny over her fallen victim. She was disheveled and her clothes were in disarray, but she was whole and so very beautiful.

“My Valkyrie, my fallen angel.”

“Wake up, champion. Honore needs help.”

“Oh yes!”

Ashamed of discounting my comrade in arms, I rushed back into the main room to find my companion doing the same. We practically ran into each other, a dangerous prospect considering that he was still wielding his blood-soaked blade.

“Honore, you are unharmed! Well, except for that gash on your forehead.”

“And you as well, monsieur, besides that spectacular bruise on your cheek.”

“Praise the lord.”

“Hurray!”

My apologies followed our mutual congratulations, for I had left the man high and dry dealing with his own foe.

“I concur, monsieur. If you had helped me we could have faced their leader together. However, perhaps mademoiselle Annie would have been used as a hostage or worse and so I cannot begrudge you this decision. We just have to perform better next time.”

“Indeed, my good Honore! Although,” I add after a frown, “I hope we do not make a habit of stabbing miscreants in ghost towns?”

“Certainly monsieur, we can do it in the forest as well.”

“Haha! Good man. And now, let us see what those ruffians left us!”

I actually let Honore handle that part out of concern for Annie who had not resurfaced yet. I returned to find her still holding that frying pan, glaring at the prone form of her attacker.

“When do you think he will wake up?” She asked.

I watched the expanding pool of blood under the man’s head, knowing immediately that such an event would not occur before Judgement Day.

“Not any time soon, milady. How are you feeling? You were very courageous, but I cannot imagine how terrifying this must have been.”

To my surprise and guilty delight, she threw herself against my chest. I put my arms protectively around her before I could think and stayed still, too afraid to move, too afraid to even breathe. She was soft and warm and so very alive. Her back arched slightly with every sob. Fine hair tickled my chin. They smelled like sunshine and like her as well. Slowly, she hugged me in return. My mind broke apart through the sheer, unexpected felicity. I did not want that moment to stop. For a while, we just stood there, but Honore eventually brought us back to reality by knocking politely on the open door.

“Excuse me, but we have news of an urgent sort.”

Annie and I left each other with embarrassment. She dried her cheeks while I enquired about this new development.

“A man escaped. He was returning from a hunt, as far as we could tell monsieur. One glance at us and he ran away like a rabbit!”

“Did he have a horse?”

“Non monsieur, they are all still here.”

“Then hopefully he will need time before he can notify his fellow henchmen. No matter! We were planning to lure them in anyway. Call the others and we shall fortify this place. Now let us see what the Crew left us.”

I opened the nearest crate to reveal rows of rifles of different makes, most of them from the previous American conflict. They were old but in good repair, and more importantly, clean. Other crates delivered clothes and revolvers aplenty, as well as enough cartridges to withstand a siege, which would be necessary. The real treasure came from a set of reinforced barrels, familiar brown sticks in bundles.

“Are those…”

“Yes,” I replied. “The key to all our problems. Now then, gentlemen with me, we must barricade and reinforce the saloon. As for the ladies, please clean and load the guns.”

“Which ones?” The blonde prostitute asked.

“Why, dear Felicia… all of them of course!”

The strange huntress graced me with a smile that would have sent most respectable gentlemen running, and more is the pity, for her markswomanship would come in handy!
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In the following hours, we did our very best to turn the derelict into a fort worthy of a siege, and I had never seen before such a motivated team of hard-working folks. Men shoveled slag from a nearby pile into crates, bags, and barrels which were then lines around the shooting spot we had selected. Most of us would be on the upper floor to give us a vantage point, and all of the windows were either barred to anything short of a battering ram, or reinforced by planks and the aforementioned crates until it would take a cannonball to breach through. As for the first floor, it was left free for now but we had furniture we could collapse to turn the access to the stairs into a merciless slog.

We kept an escape route at the back to allow us to flee to the mines in case all was lost, but I hoped it would not come to that. The determined women volunteered to stay to reload the guns while we fought. Soon, night came. We all had a nice meal in the common room and separated after deciding on a guard rotation. I was granted one of the small rooms upstairs but when I entered it, my heart lost a beat. Annie was there.

“Annie… I..”

“Shhh. I am tired of being scared, champion. Please, do not refuse me.”

Ah, dear readers, I could write a book of poetry on what happened but a gentleman does not kiss and tell. A gentleman does not do what I did either. Judge me, dear reader, judge me and condemn me for the folly of youth, for the fear of death and for love consummated in that most holy and unholy of unions. Judge me but do not think that I left my guilt behind. Just know that my heart was hers and that I would have braved all the circle of hells for a kiss of hers. I would have charged the devil himself with a rusty spoon. I was taken like Ulysses by the sirens, but unlike him, there was no rope to hold me back. I never trained myself to control my love for I had been taught. It was the most precious of emotions, and so when love found me, it found no resistance. I fell asleep in her arms.
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“We are pregnant!”

“Sinead, I really preferred it when you played the court animal.”

“Such an exciting moment for us, poppet. Will we attend the birth? Should I bring gifts? I heard that the mortals like foreign kings bringing precious offerings.”

“I think you have already spread your offerings far and wide, Sinead. No need to contribute more or you will have more offspring than Genghis Khan.”

“Is that a challenge?”

“No.”

“It appears that this little escapade of yours is coming to an end. When we return, we will have to proceed with the plan. You know why.”

“I know. Mask confirmed your claims.”

“Did they now?”

“Yes. Ambassador Madrigal offered generous terms for us to join his organization.”

“And what was Constantine’s answer?”

“He offered him and Bertrand generous terms to join the Accords.”

“Daring! I like it, but you know what that means, yes?”

“I know.”

“We are going back to Europe! More murders! More intrigue! And this time… you will know how it feels to hide from the most dangerous predators of the land. I cannot wait.”
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The ruffians arrived on the second day, much sooner than I anticipated considering the distance involved. I assume that they were searching for us, or that our mysterious enemy, Mr Winters, expected some shenanigans. In any case, the Crew arrayed themselves against us at the bottom of the slope on their horses like some barbaric horde from ancient times. To my surprise, they were followed by a few carriages that must have contained supplies and showed a level of preparedness I had not anticipated from such degenerates. More surprising was the presence of a single stubby barrel between two wheels, which a group of cleaner men deployed at the bottom of the slope. Honore, who was by my side, leaned and muttered in a worried voice.

“Do you recognize that thing, monsieur?”

“Oh yes, Ariane Delaney mentioned it several times. I believe this is called a Gatling gun.”


172. Guns and Glory! 
Winterfall. 


The Crew clumped around the Gatling gun like ants around jam fallen from a scone. We could hear vulgar laughs from here, though the general noise remained low. They didn’t seem to be in a hurry.

“I bet I could pick off the Gatling servants from up here,” Felicia whispered from the side. The two of us had taken the balcony directly facing the horde as the defenders’ best marksmen. I considered her offer but declined quickly.

“We want them to commit first. This gun is powerful, but it will not pierce half a meter of sandbag.”

“What’s a meter?”

“A slightly larger yard.”

“You Europeans have the weirdest quirks.”

I refrained from defending myself before this grave accusation and focused on the enemies I would actually have to shoot. They were deploying at the edge of the village, well within range of even the most antiquated rifle. I considered using this opportunity to open fire and realized that I had no objective reason not to shoot now.

“They’re disrespecting us, let’s give them a welcome,” I announced, and lined up a man who seemed to be giving orders.

The detonation made a few of the men jump. The officer slumped in his saddle.

A few of the riders did not resist the call of violence. Despite the objection of a few men in charge, a few split from the group and charged us with screeching war cries. Just as Felicia shot another, I pushed her head down and warned everyone.

“Stay in cover!”

The Gatling gun opened on us.

We hunkered down before the incoming storm of lead. Except… it didn’t exactly arrive. Bullets dug into wood and the piled furniture behind, starting with our balcony and then to the barricaded windows around. Although it was quite impressive, it represented only three to four bullets per second mostly centered around the same target. The deluge of fire we had faced at the brothel had been far scarier if only because of its unpredictability. Meanwhile, the furious attackers I expected to see mowed down reached the base of the store and opened fire on us as well. It was a frustrating development.

“Nevermind. Felicia my dear, give those amateur artillerists what for!”

I did not have to ask her twice. A single shot took care of the servant moving a lever. His companion dove under cover and we had free reign to engage.

“Fire at will, lads!” I roared.

“And lasses,” Felicia corrected to my dismay. This is not what my father’s tales prepared me to expect. Nevertheless, I peeked over the barrier and gave the riders a taste of my revolver.

Just as before, the thugs were not affected by deadly wounds. They kept shooting and growling with no regard for their leaking lifeblood, to the extent that I started ignoring the dying foes in favour of the livelier ones. It was fortunate that the very elixir that gave them bravery beyond death also diminished their intellect. Many stabbed their guns forward when they shot despite the absurdity of such a movement, ruining their aim. Others even swiped at the air as if fighting invisible enemies. Eventually, my companions’ concentrated fire diminished their numbers just in time for reinforcements to arrive.

The Crew was trickling into town without organization, driven forward in a herd by the most determined specimens. I made good use of a provided rifle, taking them down with great alacrity and passing the empty weapons to Annie. The woman passed me fresh weapons before scurrying back into the room where she and other determined women reloaded them as fast as they could. Our sustained fire finally made a dent in the enemy’s determination. The most sober of them all dismounted and scrambled into houses, seeking cover. The return fire increased. At least the Gatling gun had fallen silent.

The minute I spent shooting left and right felt like an eternity, dear reader. The dull thuds of bullets impacting our defenses echoed the buzz of those flying over our heads. More than once, dust and debris flew into my face, but I was well-protected thanks to our preparation.

Others were not so lucky. I heard a cry from one of the windows. I had no time to offer help, however, as we were at risk of being overrun. Already I could hear the bangs of men trying to break in. The tail of the formation had not yet entered the village. I needed a few more seconds.

By my side, Felicia busied herself taking out the most dangerous of foes, those who actually took the time to aim. Her sense of priorities impressed me from a civilian and a woman. It allowed me to stay focused on the easier targets, downing one man after the other. Whenever possible, I even aimed for the head! Such an unwise course would be the very height of stupidity in any other circumstances, yet the urgent situation and abundance of ammunition forced my hand. It appeared that most of the crew had entered the trap when my hand was forced by fate in the form of a great crash coming from downstairs.

“It’s time!” I screamed, and rushed through the window and our stunned reloading assistant on a mad dash downstairs. As I moved down, I took in the alarming sight in front of me in a flash.

Walker was here, standing over a dead guard. The very man I beat to a pulp had a gun and a red face still covered in bruises. His malevolent eyes lit up as soon as he saw me, and he turned himself to take me down. I had my revolver in my holster and would not draw in time, so I did the next best thing: I jumped, feet forward.

“Have at ya!”

My boots impacted with the lout’s surprised mug and I rolled before he could react, soon jumping onto the detonator. No time! I could hear other foes breaking their way in.

The lever depressed under my weight. I turned on myself and blocked my ears.

Walker stood back up, blood dripping from a cut lip. He snarled as he aimed his revolver at me. I could see the rust on the side of the barrel, dear reader. I could count the hairs on his knuckles. Before he could pull the trigger, the world went upside down.

I was ever so grateful for protecting my ears because even with both indexes firmly rammed in the outer canals, I almost went deaf from the terrible fracas. The series of explosions rocked the very earth, making my chest vibrate and clench painfully. How fragile we all were in front of the wrath of chemistry itself! Fortunately, this mighty force had been harnessed by our side, and the dust settled over a silent ghost town.

Walker stumbled to his feet. I drew my weapon and pulled the trigger, only for the hammer to click on an empty cartridge. Damnation! I had forgotten to reload! Cursing my foolishness, I assessed the situation in an instant and dove through the nearest door and into the room where we had stored all our supplies. A bullet smashed into the far wall, shot by my pursuer. I hid behind a crate just as he bull rushed in after me.

“Come on out, you lily-livered coward!” He bellowed.

I ignored the slight on my honor. I would not forfeit my life for the sake of bravado. Too much hung in the balance. I crawled around the room, between barrels and bags. As for Walker, he moved about the room with nervous energy, screaming as he went.

“Come out and face me!”

I realized that he could probably hear very little, yet sneaking on him was risky because he turned on himself quite often. He seemed both drunk and innervated at the same time, which I understood. There was no need to hurry. Time was on my side in this confrontation.

I patiently reloaded while following the man’s progress through the room. When he stumbled, I stood up.

“Haha! Got… got…”

Walker’s step back turned into an awkward tumble when his foot slipped on the expanding pool of blood under his feet. He wobbled and fell against the wall. His weapon fell in a clatter.

“You…”

“Pain is not useless,“ I said, though I doubted he could hear me. “Pain is the body’s way of telling us that it has reached its limits. You are not transformed into gods when you quaff the vile mixture, you merely forget that you are still humans.”

He finally found the glass shard deeply embedded in his flank, the very same that he displaced with every step. The very same that was killing him now.

Walker collapsed just as Honore walked in.

“Flawless victory, monsieur?”

“Not quite, old fellow, I believe I made a hole in my trousers.”

“I am confident we can mend the situation, monsieur. In the meanwhile, Felicia reports that the enemy captain is attempting to crawl away.”

“Then let us give him a hand.”
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Of the devastation outside, I can in truth say very little. A more lyrical soul than my own could have filled pages of notebooks with flowery descriptions and sobering metaphors. Unfortunately, I must admit that words mostly failed me when I came out and the result of my plan appeared through a cloud of dust and soot, lit by the pale morning sun of autumn. I will spare you the more gruesome details, dear readers, but know that in this moment I realized that mankind had bridged the gap between act of god and act of war, and that if this was the result of today’s technology, I feared what fruit we would harvest even half a century from now. Those of our foes left whole stared unblinking at the heavens, bloody tears trailing down their cheeks. It was a strange possession that walked through the remains of the cataclysmic event, and it was in silence that we found our fallen enemy. He reacted on the spot.

“You have no idea who you are messing with, you imbeciles! Do you know who I am?”

The man on the ground roared and spat, but even a child could see the terror in his eyes. His mewling threats are the last defiance of a man with more anger than dignity.

“I know you are a member of the family behind the Crew. I care little about you, I want to meet Mr. Winters.”

“Mr Winters? How do you know…”

“I know a great many things. My knowledge is extensive, sir, quite unlike my patience. You will provide me with his location now or I shall have to extract it out of you!”

“I don’t know where he lives really! We meet him at the bottom of the mountain and trade the elixir for…”

The man paled, and suspicion filled my heart.

“For what, sir? Answer me I say!”

“Food. Silver. Captives, sometimes.”

“You despicable monster!” Felicia screamed.

“How could you?” Annie whispered, and her horror needled me more than I could ever say.

Honore was also affected, for the man took out his monstrous knife from its sheath and waved it around, ready to bleed the villain like a stuck pig! Taking it upon myself to be the voice of reason, I halted his gesture before he could give our prisoner problem the Gordian treatment.

“Hold on, dear Honore. You must not! We will not just stab him in the streets like savages, or worse, socialists! We must not allow our anger to rule us or we will have become like those we fight. Justice, not blind vengeance, must guide our actions!”

“Very well said, monsieur! But then… what should we do?”
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I picked up another slice of roast and sat down on a nearby rock, watching our foe’s body swing in the wind. Hanging certainly brought a certain cachet to public execution, I always said. The man had forfeited the path to Mr Winters' lair, eventually, before accusing me of lying. Apparently, caring little about him would imply that I would forget his crimes. What a peculiar conclusion. I merely meant to say that his demise would not cause me to lose even a wink of sleep! Speaking of sleep, I resolved to talk to my fallen angel before we left. I found her in quiet thought, leaning against a wall in her dusty but nonetheless gorgeous dress.

“My condolences for the guards we lost today.”

“What? Oh, truth be told, I barely knew many of them. I was passing through. I tend to travel a lot.”

“Oh, I see. I assume that you were griev—”

I interrupted myself before I could ruin the mood. My angel appeared wistful and it broke my heart. It was my fault that I had not yet made the world into a place where she could be happy.

“Nevermind that. Then, it is good that you are ready to depart. I am glad that you are used to the rigor of the road.”

“Travelling has its perks. New scenery, new people.”

I was so happy, for I feared that it would be some time before we could settle down anywhere, not least because I could not see my angel engaged in back-breaking labour on a farm. As much as I respect the occupation and Annie herself, I believed that she was not cut for it.

“Your words fill me with joy. Then there is just the matter of Mr Winters and we can leave.”

“Oh, already? And where do you intend to go, Alexander?”

Imagine, dear reader, a pit filled with frozen water. You are heading back home after a hard day’s work, body tired yet soul filled with contentment. Suddenly, icy liquid splashed where the sun caressed. Suddenly, you are drowning. I was not quite drowning yet, dear reader. I was in the air as the gate opened, subjected to no force but gravity, going nowhere but down. I was slipping from the cliff and the ledge still seemed in range of my grasping hand, but it was all a lie, an illusion. I had no hope.

“Me? But. Wait. We? No? You do not intend to stay?”

“I already told you I… oh. Oh no…”

“What do you mean oh no. Annie, please. Annie. You are jesting.”

“I am so sorry Alexander. I forgot that… Oh, I did not mean to play a cruel trick on you. Forgive me if I set the wrong expectation.”

“Wrong expectation? But surely… But why would you leave? I thought we were together? I want to make an honest woman out of you.”

She looked suddenly afraid but I didn’t want her to be afraid. I wanted her to be happy.

“I am sorry, Alexander. I do not wish to be a honest woman.”

“Annie, Annie if I failed you in any way…”

“You did not. You were a perfect gentleman and I have no cause for complaints.”

“I must have, or you would not leave me, surely? Give me a chance to understand? What have I done?”

“It is not about you, Alexander. What I want in life is what I have now. Freedom, adventure, something new. I am living how I wish to live and I will not allow myself to be bound, even by you. I am sorry.”

“I do not understand…”

My mind refused to accept the evidence. Annie did not wish to be with me. Annie did not love me. For my parents and before, an act of intimacy was the ultimate form of trust, and though I did not begrudge my fallen angel the brevity of our courting, I had assumed that my feelings were reciprocated. It was not the case. She did not wish to be my wife, my other half. Prompting her more about what I had to do scared her and confused me even more, to the point that I slumped against the nearest wall, utterly defeated. Gutted. Drowning. Swallowed by the dark sea of my unrequited affection. She left me no flaw to fix or proof to deliver. Her heart did not need a key, it simply had no door, or at least not for me.

I was crushed.

I would have preferred it if she had killed this love before it had bloomed its strangling thorns, before it had turned to poison in my heart.

I was lost.

I left her in a daze. I spent the rest of the evening in a daze. In the morning, I saddled my horse and left with a blank mind, too stunned to even protest Felicia’s company. She and Honore trailed me without a word while we followed the path north, where the Crew had come from. We walked in single file over mud trampled by a hundred horses, all carrion now. I thought I might have munched on something for lunch but I could not for the life of me recall what. The land was flat here. It was empty and depressing. There were just plains after plains after plains, until we saw it in the late afternoon.

“Is this what the leader described?” I finally asked. We had stopped our horses, so great was our surprise.

“When he described a mountain, I assumed he was exaggerating monsieur. I expected a small hill.

“Everyone knows the land around here is flat…” Felicia said without much conviction, and for a good reason. In front of us stood an impossibility.

Like an obsidian shard lodged in flesh, a jagged piece of rock emerged from the vast expanse of Kansas almost vertically. The lone mountain pierced the landscape by its presence, and the evening sun dyed the snow at its top a bloody red, never mind that it had not snowed yet. It must have been perhaps three hundred meters high, which would not have been much in a mountainous region. Here, the elevation made it properly sorcerous.

“I must be dreaming,” Felicia whispered.

“Monsieur, I suspect that we face some devilry.”

“You are quite correct, Honore. Nevertheless, I knew I would be facing evil the moment I witnessed the effects of that elixir. This changes nothing. We must press on.”

We approached the edge of the strange rock in silence. We walked the edge for a while before realising that there was no clear path up, or at least none that would be practical for our horses. We dismounted with some trepidation then followed a treacherous path that seemed to be carved from the very rock. The stone here was dark and glassy like the corpse of a long-dead volcano. The weather worsened immediately. The cloud above us, so far only threatening, opened to disgorge their cottonous content. The wind picked up.

“We are not equipped to face bad weather, monsieur.”

“The summit cannot be too far, Honore. We saw it from the bottom.”

“I pray you are right, monsieur, but I do not trust my eyes, and I do not trust this place either.”

The brave Haitian’s concerns were warranted, because our ascent was marred by slippery stone and treacherous fog. More than once, I almost put my foot down only to discover that an entire side of the wall was missing, and that the setting sun reflected on the crystal ice had my sense of perspective fooled. It became so hard that I used the rope I had brought to tie us all together. Alas, it was not enough, for the cold itself became unbearable. My fingers and toes hurt despite the gloves I had. Eventually, a cry from Felicia stopped my progress.

“Felicia?”

“I… am sorry. I can’t I can’t!”

Her teeth chattered from the cold. her lips were blue, her face flushed. Honore was barely better. I stopped then, and came to a realisation. As soon as the chase had started, I had stopped thinking about my lost love. All of my life, all of my focus had been dedicated to climbing that damn rock and seeing our crusade against evil to its fateful end. I had forgotten everything in that pursuit.

But I would not forget my friends.

“You two must go back.”

“Monsieur, this is suicide… This weather, it is like nothing I have ever felt before. It must be some powerful voodoo. “

“I know.”

“You believe me?”

“Magic has been proven to exist by the scientific community and the both of us… sorry, the three of us know damn well that this mountain ought not be here, and yet, despite the adversity, I must forge onward. I shall do so alone.”

“Monsieur…”

“No matter the odds, no matter the costs, a Bingle will not back down in the face of such evil. The time for ruses and stratagems is over. I am facing the unknown with no choice but to carry on, for the enemy is weakened and he might decide to run and start over elsewhere. No, this adversity calls to me. I will continue. I can do it.”

“You appear to be doing fine, sir. Perhaps you have a better constitution. Nevertheless…”

“Trust me, Honore. I was born for this.”

The courageous Haitian appeared worried, his concern made even more heart-warming because we had known each other for a short time and, despite the tumultuous events, developed a deep respect for each other. His unwavering support turned my resolve to steel. I would not allow myself to fail, not with such people as he behind me. This led me to Felicia.

“You two take care of each other and await my return. I will be there shortly.”

“Do you want my rifle?” Felicia asked.

“I prefer to have my own, and besides, it is only so accurate because your hands wield it.”

She blushed delicately, which should help with keeping warm. As for Honore, he pulled his massive knife from its sheath and presented it to me handle first.

“This is my family’s heirloom, monsieur. The handle is gold taken from the flanks of Pik Lasel while its iron blade was used to shave the island’s seven most cruel slave holders. I will lend it to you… but I expect you to return it!”

“Shave, you say?” I asked with some confusion.

“He means castrate,” Felicia explained in a darkly amused voice. “Can I have it later?”

Honore and I shared a long glance, a mutual promise that such a terrible tool of justice should never be found in the hand of a woman. Promptly, I detached myself from the rope binding us and moved on while the two trotted back the way we came. The wind seemed to redouble when I kept going, forcing me to shove my gloved hand in my pocket. Strangely, Honore’s knife felt warm and the hand holding it less frigid. With my spirits momentarily high, I rushed onward with determination. I knew in my heart that I was running away from my wounded feelings, but I also acknowledged that stopping Mr. Winters was a valid cause. Suddenly, as the wind against me felt like a physical presence, I crossed a threshold. One last step and I was out of the cloud of snow.

All around me were black rocks surrounded by a sea of dark clouds. The last rays of the day showed me a strange spectacle the likes of which I had never seen before, and I knew for certain  that some terrible magic was at work here. In front of me stood a castle of ancient make, all tall spires and needle-like crenelations. Spiked corbels extended from flanged, small towers and from them hang icicles as sharp as daggers. It was all sharp angles and black stone. it was not a keep, it was a maw. And yet, for all its aggressive appearance, the manor lacked any sort of sensible defenses. Castles back home were honest constructs of solid stones with clear purpose. The edifice in front of me wore its thorns without practicality, like scale mail as a salon dress. The strange impression only accentuated what I perceived as evidence. Just like the mountain, this edifice should never have existed. The architectural style itself was like nothing that could be found on earth, not to mention that it would take a determined team years to build. I was on my guard from the moment I saw it. I moved forward with determination, however, and reached the door in short order. It was an incongruous set of two gates with a heavy knocker. It took me a measure of self-control not to knock to be polite. I let myself in as quietly as I could, and gasped in surprise when I arrived in the lushest, most welcoming entrance I had ever seen.

The room itself stretched in a long rectangle, generously lit by candles. A bright fire crackled merrily in the hearth and brought a sudden warmth to the previously frigid temperatures. A table laid in the middle charged with victuals, gold and ruby wine in crystal decanters, and silvery spoons glittering under the lights. Athletic statues lounged or stood on seats here and there. They lend the place a classical atmosphere that I did not trust for a single second. Only a liar and a cheat would use classical statues in a baroque room in a fake gothic castle. I did not trust the heat from the fire I felt on my skin, nor the food, nor, even, the statue. When the urge to sit down and relax filled me, I slapped myself awake. When hunger and thirst harried me, I bit my tongue. Finally, I felt somnolence assail me as I made my way to the far doors and stopped.

This was not real.

This was not me.

Anger, yes. Sadness also, but never somnolence. I had been careless in the den of a monster once, and she had taken me under her wing. There was not enough luck in the world for a man to survive twice from this same mistake. I brought Honore’s knife to my chin and sliced. The only reason I did not bring it to my gloved hand was the warmth I felt. It was wrong, feverish. Illusory. Immediately, the full room came into sharp focus. A strange light glowed from every brightly lit object. The more I looked, and the brighter they became, yet at the same time the edge of my vision turned dark and foreboding. The tables were ice blocks, and the food was frozen bones. The fire was white and blue. I jumped and waved the blade around, still red with my blood. An illusion! A trick of the mind, dear reader. Afraid, I put the tip of the knife against one of the statues, and behold! It chipped, a fragment falling on the ground. Beneath were frozen muscle fibers.

I was beset by frozen corpses.

Alarmed, I rushed to the next door, only to be pushed away. The heavy oak panels — or were they? — almost ended up catching me in the cheek when a man barged in with the most vicious expression I had seen. He was a pale and wan, tall fellow with a stoop and a handsome if angular face, but his eyes were the crystalline blue of the frozen lake. He wore an elaborate doublet in shades of black and blue while a fur cap hid his hair. Indeed, it appeared that my host had picked a theme for his appearance.

“Mr Winters, I presume?” I asked, hands creeping to my holster.

“You come in, you do not partake, and now you damage my collection? How rude you mortals can be. Very rude. Although… you are different.”

He whispered a few words in a strange tongue that tickled my ear with the edge of understanding, as if the words were just slightly beyond me, and yet they carried a powerful meaning. I heard his interest before a peculiarity, but it was a cold and merciless approach. He was not the caretaker of a rare flower but one who pins butterflies to a board. I had enough.

“Are you Mr Winters?”

“Yes, yes, I am known by that name.”

Confirmation made, I shot him in the face.

Now I know, dear reader, that you might find this a bit unsportsmanlike, but do please keep in mind that I stood alone in a gallery of cadavers facing a man who made mountains appear out of thin air. It was better to err on the side of caution. Unfortunately, my quick attempt was thwarted when his image seemed to fracture before me, then immediately reform. A statue shattered in the hall. Sorcery!

Winters’ pupils stayed blue but the white turned black. He smiled. His teeth were a forest of dark needles tipped with brownish flakes of dried blood. He removed a dagger from his still-impeccable doublet and dove under my next shot. He moved right with inhuman dexterity, dodging another shot under the table. I moved back.

“You are other but you smell local. How curious.”

He asked another question, again in that unnerving language. I heard a question and the notion of origin but I cared not.

“If you are going to hide then I will go after your precious prizes,” I claimed, and shot the nearest statue. It cracked and broke down and I aimed at the next one but my time ran out. Winters snarled and launched himself at me. I got him between the eyes but another statue was destroyed in his stead. A second shot brought the same result, except that it was at point blank range and, somehow, the cloud of smoke blinded him. He dove back under the table.

“You will run out of bullets soon enough, curious thing. I know how that contraption works…”

“Then you should also know that I have two of them.”

I emptied my last bullet at another grisly trophy before taking my rifle out. I calculated that I  had seven bullets and there were only four targets left plus winter himself. Somehow, I doubted that I would be given the time to reload, especially if I had to do it with gloves. I had to make them count.

“Let’s see you shooting a cube of ice,” a sinister voice uttered from the shadows.

Quickly, I pulled the trigger of my quickly cooling weapon and another bullet came out. Then another.

“Did you hope for something, abomination?”

“Damn you!”

He rushed me again, and against all odds, I missed. Or rather, the bullet clanged uselessly against the silver blade of the man’s knife. Out of despair, I dropped my rifle and raised the knife I had been holding with two fingers. The monster gave another ghastly smile. I could see every sharpened fang in clear detail when he lurched. Somehow, I managed to dive to the side, but I felt a sharp pain in my flank. The beast had cut me!

“I will enjoy bleeding you dry, strange little thing. I think I will find your flesh delectable.”

Another charge. I had to get a hold of myself! Out of options, I yelled in return and charged him back.

“Have at you!”

We crossed blades, and for one moment I was pushed back by an incredible strength. It was like standing before a moving ship and trying to stop it with one’s bare hand. I did not stand a chance.

And then the feeling shattered. The dagger stopped against my knife and his face turned to disbelief.

“You dare bring iron? In MY HOME?”

He grabbed me by the collar before I could react and threw me aside. I expected the cold impact of stone, and yet I went through the castle boundaries with a crash, rotten wood splintering under my weight. I crashed out into the howling storm of winter’s heart. The winds instantly froze me to my core. I could barely see a couple of metres in front of me. I was also disarmed.

The monster stepped out from the wall, backlit by a blue radiance. His mouth extended all the way to his ears now. He was tall and still stooped. Fingers extended like claws to unnatural length from his malformed hand so that any resemblance to a human was obscured by the horrifying shape he had finally revealed.

“You were an amusing diversion, little thing. It was smart of you to weaken my hold by slaying my pawns, but it will not suffice. I will move on. I will find other pawns to feed my blood to. They will bring me all the power I need. Despair now, tasty treat, because this is the end of your story.”

“Yes it is,” I replied with a grim smile, “because night has fallen. And you are outside.”

She fell on him.
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My claws pierce the Fae’s shoulders and an interesting bit of magic happens. An elaborate Fae magic construct transfers meaning between the one before me and a reserve behind, somewhere inside of the house. He shifts out and reassembles a few feet away, no worse for wear. Complex and resource-intensive, however. I believe the range might be short as well.

“Who are you?” he asks in English.

“Can you not tell?” I reply in child Likaean.

“Or what, indeed. Truly, this world is more filled with tasty things than I first assumed. The weave is not quite as rigid as I thought. Although, you are claimed. I can smell the stench of summer on you. Keyholes as well. An intriguing mix.”

“The desire for freedom makes the strangest alliances don’t you think?”

“Those are the tools of weaklings. True power tolerates no partage.”

“Oh, you do not wish to escape?”

The Fae gives me an impressive smile. I am almost inclined to harvest a tooth just to inspect it later. Fascinating.

“Why escape when I can bring winter here instead? So many mortals sacrifice their independence for the truth I offer. The blood on the snow, the hunt, hunger that needs to be quenched. They speak to the local things on a level they understand. I will just have to find more to replace the ones you broke. When enough of them believe it, then winter will come as it always does.”

“Amusing, but there is room for only one cold-loving apex predator in this world.”

“Agreed.”

He jumps on me.

Slow.

He is barely more free than Sinead and with his men dead, his house breached, and his plans in shambles, this is merely the end of a rather short hunt. I slap his pathetic attempt aside.

“I believe this was your last statue.”

I love the loss of confidence and the sudden fear. I love the smell of his panic, but they are cut too short when a blue shield surrounds him. It fills with ice. He still speaks through the quickly forming frost coffin as if it were not here.

“Your thing mentioned night, so I will see you during the day. Soon.”

“Naive.”

I take out the thorn with the absolute certainty that I will grind down his defenses in only a minute. I need not have bothered. A sound like breaking glass pierces through the gale. We both look down to see the Fae’s own silvery blade digging deep into his shield. I hear Bingle cry in triumph. He threw the weapon. The Fae’s protection cracks under the weight of his own magic turned against him.

My prey’s expression of disbelief is quite delicious.

His protection falls to pieces and I bite down before he summons any more cheap tricks.
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Cold.

Ice.

Night.

A polar winter in shades of blue, black, and green. Scattered bones, remnants from a feast long since reduced to gnawed shards and frozen tufts of hair. Aurorae shimmer in the distance. There is no wind here, only the immobility of a polar midnight. To breathe is to invite death in one’s own lungs. It is to surrender the warmth in one’s breast to the eternal, unending expanse of the end. There will never be a spring here. In some places, summer will return and the cycle will continue, but one day, the light will dim. One day, winter will remain. It will bury everything under its frozen embrace until the world reverts to one vast dead rock, until everything stops one piece at a time. It is inevitable. Cold is not spellcraft or feelings. It is the absence of movement. One day, all of creation will return to it. Forever.
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I surface and pull the cold inside of me. The concept crystallizes in my veins and my psyche, chasing away the intense pleasure that comes with Fae blood. A crack appears on my forearm, but it disappears soon enough when I digest the idea further. Behind us, the illusory castle collapses in a pile of planks. The fog disperses. We are at ground level with grass under our feet. The blonde prostitute and the black man stare with amazement. I suppose they are his acolytes now. Bingles seem to have a propensity to meet the most curious personalities. Not me, of course. Loth.

I pick up the dagger from the dead Fae, all his teeth now returned to normal. I present the captured weapon to the winner of the fight.

“Ah, thank you. I will be keeping that and returning his knife to brave Honore. It has saved my life. Will you stay with us?”

“No. The mystery is resolved. You can rest for a while before resuming your adventures, young Bingle. As for me, I have my own path to follow.”


173. The setup 


October 1870

“The Council welcomes Ariane of the Nirari. Please check your talismans, thank you.”

The White Cabal council has changed a lot since my first visit. Frost has been replaced by his granddaughter Margaret who has dark hair except for a single white strand near the front. Cornelius, who did not appreciate me much, died during his attempted coup. I almost expected the White Cabal to exile the insurrectionists in a bleeding heart moment, thus creating a hostile faction bent on their destruction. It would have been stupid, of course. The Black Dog was anything but stupid. They were all executed.

Cedric succeeded him as a member of the ‘golden generation’, the one I helped examine. He has grown into a stout bearded man as reliable as his barriers. William is the Black Dog now, and he is present. The head librarian is still a withered old lady while the president is the same fat man waving his gavel around I saw struggle all those years ago. The White Cabal leadership shows a much broader range of ages than before.

I still do not begrudge them their protective measures. They will pretend that they take every precaution against me, and I will pretend that I cannot bypass them. A satisfactory arrangement.

“Ariane of the Nirari, you have the floor.”

“Thank you. Esteemed allies, I have come to share the information we obtained on the ghost killer.”

“Why did you restrain our access to the crime scenes?” Someone interrupts.

I sigh heavily. Those people grant themselves quite a few liberties with respect that I would not tolerate under any other circumstances. Unfortunately, they are useful allies. I am forced to resort to diplomacy.

“Every warden is free to accept or refuse supernatural presence on their territory.”

“So you do not control your own people?”

“Every warden is given a measure of independence. The same autonomy that allowed me to forge an agreement with you…” I reply, letting the implication sink in.

Some lesser mage alliances have been wiped out when they became a nuisance. The White Cabal is a true, genuine danger. They would have been dealt with if it were not for me.

“As I was saying, we have investigated every scene and determined that the same caster was responsible for all of them. It is also the Speaker’s personal conclusion that the culprit was never present, or indeed, near the scene. The murders were committed by a creature.”

“A summon?” William asks, considering.

“So it would seem. The entity carries part of the aura of the caster. We also believe that it is immaterial and invisible.”

“How do you figure?” Cedric asked.

“Witness accounts and the lack of any signs of entry. Some of the trace aura went through walls as well. I have compiled every piece of information we have on this case in a file that will be provided to you as a courtesy.”

“What do you mean, courtesy? You have already resolved the case?”

“No, however we have assessed that the entity steals the caster’s vitality with every casting. The murderer will be killed next summon or the one after that.”

“So… you expect the case to resolve itself?”

“Yes.”

“That is quite irresponsible. What if others use the same means? Have you considered that?”

“We have taken enough measurements to create a locating beacon. However, it would take much effort to build and the Speaker’s time is precious. If other cases arise, we will intervene.”

“Are you not at least a little bit curious?”

I consider my answer for a few seconds. It must convey my meaning clearly.

“With the return of magic and the dramatic increase of mages aware of their own abilities, we expect freak accidents and strange quirks to continue increasing over time. We simply do not have the time or inclination to investigate every unusual matter. We prefer to leave this task to you and your sister organizations.”

And by this I mean the Red Cabal. The Accords’ interests lie in politics and law, not in the miscellaneous and circus shows.

“We simply do not have the manpower to handle every strange occurrence,” I finish.

“Every strange occurrence could lead to world-ending threats.”

“Then feel free to escalate to us. In the meanwhile, you have our report on the situation.”

In truth, we do intend to watch instead of intervening, but Sephare did identify the woman behind the murders by correctly guessing that it was a tale of premeditated vengeance. I would have been surprised that a member of the fairer sex could be responsible for such a wanton massacre when I was a mortal. Now, few things surprise me. One cannot doubt the depth a depravity a woman can sink to after spending five minutes in the company of Melusine.

After our little summoner dies, we will recover her research.

“What of the creature? Is it… a demon?”

Whispers spread around the assembly. Some people watch me in fear.

“I am afraid I cannot comment on matters of religion.”

I shrug helplessly, gathering a few chuckles. Eventually, I am forced to interrupt the muttering.

“There was another issue I wanted to address. I will be leaving my position on an… errand.”

“What sort of errand?” Cedric asks without malice.

“A private matter. It should not take much time. Two, three years at most. I will be replaced by one of my subordinates, Urchin.”

I am quite pleased to see immediate apprehension in most of the people present.

“Much can happen in three years, and with the current rise in Integrist sentiments…”

“There will always be a crisis,” I interrupt. “No year passes without a new rising threat. The matter that concerns me cannot be delayed.”

I dismiss several accusations that I am not taking my position seriously, or that the Accords do not value the White Cabal. Urchin can be smooth when he bothers, and he is better at insidious remarks than I am. All will be well. I wait for the council to end outside of the rotunda, reviewing more reports.

Sephare’s intelligence is unambiguous. Bertrand, head of the expansion faction of Mask, has taken over the leadership by allying with the Hastings progenitor. They now control India through local covens and proxies. Weapons and funds are sent to Mexico, which is currently under Mask control.

They are ready to return.

Although we are much stronger than we used to be, Mask will bring many more elites to the fray this time. That is quite fine since I will take the Fae blood away from them. Then we will see how they fare without their liquid courage.

Over an hour later, the councilors finally leave and I stand up to intercept one of them.

“Margaret?”

“Hm yes? Is something the matter?”

“There was a private matter I was hoping to discuss with you. It does not concern the Cabal. Rather, it is a spellcaster concern.”

“Oh?”

The woman is wary. We have known each other for quite some time but Margaret is as cautious as her grandfather was daring. She is the only young Archmage who is not part of the golden generation group, preferring to keep to her own for reasons I am not quite clear on. Nevertheless, she accepts my request and we soon find ourselves in her personal quarters.

Her favorite color is pale blue. And white.

Perhaps the intense study of a specific branch of magic comes with a measure of distortion, although it might be difficult to measure. Constantine enjoys chains and binding and he is stuck up. I am decent at blood magic and I like blood. Something to explore later, I suppose.

I follow Margaret in her personal office and watch her realize too late that it is covered with confidential reports.

“Should we retire to the salon instead?”

“Hm, yes.”

I follow her yet again to a boudoir, in which I find a coffee table covered in confidential reports, as well as a folded cardigan and an empty cup.

“I take it you do not receive much?” I ask, teasingly.

Margaret glares and blushes at the same time. I give her some time to clean up and sit, making myself comfortable. A distinctively flustered woman sits across from me. I lean forward and suddenly she remembers what I am.

I will never tire of it. The White Cabal knows what I am and what I can do, or rather, they do not but it makes no difference from their perspective. At night, like now, none of them stand a chance. Because of my appearance, they often forget and treat me like any other caster, challenging me on the floor for more precise answers. They lower their defenses. I am a person.

Then we are alone and they remember. I do not completely hide my aura as it would be quite rude, and there is a coldness in there that chills them to their bones if they pay attention. Even Margaret is not immune. For all of her mastery, she is still warm flesh and blood while I am not.

I smile lightly. There is no need to intimidate her.

“I have come bearing a proposal. I wish to perform a trade.”

“A trade?”

“I wish to learn Polaris.”

Margaret scoffs, first dismissive yet soon suspicious. Polaris was Frost’s signature spell, one so powerful it froze the entire arm of the Scourge Hive’s main host. Even Constantine acknowledged the incredible power it took to wield this sorcery without killing everyone around him, a testament to the old codger’s incredible control. I want it.

“I thought you had little affinity for ice.”

“Things have changed.”

Margaret licks her lips, careful in her response. When she speaks, her tone is slow and deliberate.

“Polaris is my grandfather’s legacy and lifework. It is not just extremely complex, it also represents everything he stands for. I do not even allow the White Cabal to access it, though I shared the rest of his spellbook. You cannot possibly think that… my God. What is that?”

While she refused me, I removed a small chest from a bag and placed it on the table, opening it to reveal a frozen ruby shaped like an icicle. Immediately, the temperature drops.

Margaret extends a greedy hand but I seize her wrist before she can touch the object.

“Careful, it will freeze your finger off.”

She blinks, suddenly remembering where we are.

“Where did you find that thing?”

“In the heart of a frozen corpse, one who bore the gift of winter. You will not find a better focus on Earth.”

“Incredible.”

“I will throw in a few shards of eternal ice so you can make yourself a nice gauntlet.”

She stares at me, calculating.

“Can you not make a gauntlet with it?” She asks.

“I already have gauntlets and they suit me well.”

“I mean for me.”

I tut loudly, closing the treasure’s lid.

“Would you like me to help you dress and pomade your posterior as well while you are at it? Contact the Dvergur. They will build it for you.”

Margaret whines and grumbles, but we both know she is interested.

“If I were to show you how to cast it, you cannot teach it to anyone else.”

“I assure you, my intentions are purely selfish.”

“Good, wait, no, ugh. You didn’t consent!”

“I consent. I will not teach anyone else, nor will I help anyone else develop it through tips or advice.”

“Fine. Just Polaris, not the rest of his library?”

“Just Polaris.”

The truth is that the Fae blood did not turn me into a gifted caster. It will take years of effort for me to learn the spell. I am still going through what Sinead and my sire gave me. I have no need to add more situational hexes to my repertory.

“Ugh, the rest of the Cabal will be livid when they learn about it.”

“There is no need for that. It can be our little secret,” I tell her as I lean forward with a gentle smile.

For some reason, it does not comfort her.
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Ah, the Atlantic ocean, with the fresh wind upon my face and a healthy reserve of good novels, coffee, and some more private reading. I smile and enjoy the speed of the Spirit of Dalton as it cleaves the waters. I even get the immense pleasure of seeing Sinead miffed. Glorious night!

“Must I?” he grumbles, readjusting his hat.

“What is the first rule of the sea?” I bellow, making the Likaean jump and eliciting an immediate, well-rehearsed response from the cabin boy.

“Tricorns are mandatory, except for the chef, ma’am!”

“Indeed.”

“Did you actually make it into a rule? Wait, did you make more rules?” Sinead asks, suddenly suspicious.

I am so glad he asked.

“Boy, what is the third rule of the sea?”

“There are only two types of ships, targets, and targets of opportunity, ma’am!”

“Seventh rule! If it is bearing down on us, what is it?”

“An enemy warship, ma’am!”

“What if it is too small?”

“A boarding craft, ma’am!”

“Smaller?”

“A torpedo, ma’am!”

“Good lad.”

“How many rules have you made?” Sinead asks, somewhat amazed.

“You can join the crew of the Dread Pirate Ariane, Queen of the Sea and find out.”

“Do I also get my cute cabin boy?” he asks with a teasing smile.

“No,” I reply with a toothier one, “you get to be the cabin boy.”

“Touché. Now, are you sure about… your guest?”

“Yes. He defended me against the Order of the Knights. I am certain that he will not begrudge me this little escapade, even though our objective is in Eneru hands. I selected it specifically among the list you provided.”

“Any reason?”

“It belongs to Nina of the Dvor.”

“I have not yet had the privilege of being acquainted.”

“She is a bitch.”

“I see.”

“She tried to bully me and stealing her belongings will bring me great amounts of satisfaction.”

“Understandable.”

“In the meanwhile, you and your merry band of outcasts are going to do something for me.”

Sinead is on guard. In fact, I have not seen him so careful in a long while. Even being shot at by ruffians did not generate this amount of stress. Delightful.

“My Sinead, are the waves not to your liking? Does the Prince of Summer favour small ponds?”

“I have many ways to escape while on land. Here, I am trapped. Are you not concerned?”

“No, I am trapped by the sunlight every dawn. This is a Dvergur-made warship. Whatever it cannot outrun, it can sink. In fact, it can both sink and outrun all but the sturdier ships of the line.”

“Are you done gushing?”

“All of my ship voyages have gone well, while taking the train has led me from disaster to catastrophe.”

I stop, frowning. I have been intercepted twice and derailed once while riding the train. Is it a cursed method of transportation? Perhaps Metis punished me for cheating by calling bad luck upon my unworthy head.

Hmmm.

“I would like to know what, exactly, you intend us to do.”

“Simple.”

I explain in great detail the plan I have in mind, including some of the details I managed to obtain from a French immigrant. The details remain sketchy due to distance but it does not seem to deter Sinead. He laughs, and laughs, and laughs.
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It starts as a rumor, then spreads all over the newspaper of Europe in a wave of outrage and awe. Gossips and officers babble and exclaim, baffled by this most peculiar of heists. The mind boggles. Who would commit such a bizarre crime? Who would steal such a curious object?

Why, only the best paramour in the world of course.
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The Spirit of Dalton (mark three) moors in the port of Trieste on November 12th, 1870, under a Maltese flag. This time, I enjoy the city’s neo-classical and baroque architecture as I stroll through the Austrian quarter. I take a midnight walk on the Piazza Grande and enjoy this extraordinary sea-front square. I draw the Dolomite Mountains from the Piazza Venezia as they disappear under low clouds charged with snow. I sup on a drunken sailor. Ah, to tour the world free of concerns. That would be the life. Perhaps one day when the list of people who want me dead has considerably shortened, I shall indulge. Alas, the holiday must soon end. The three Likaeans who will be my accomplices and I travel north under disguise.

I have to grant it to Sinead: he is an extraordinary guide. Where I before enjoyed the administrative and logistical power of the vampire alliances, here my comfort comes from the man’s incredible charisma. There is no paperwork he cannot obtain, no frontier guard he cannot coddle or bribe. I do not even have to resort to charm once during the entire trip. In fact, there is little for me to do except keeping a disguise and enjoying my evenings. We frequently invite ourselves to parties and events. Sinead even wins a poetry contest with a raunchy sonnet about a Russian maid and a train driver in some border town. Although I expected cloaks and daggers, it turns out that I spend most of the trip with brush and canvas. A pleasant development.

We arrive at Torran’s castle one fine autumn night, finding it empty. The forests around Errenstadt have put on their fiery fall dresses. His manor juts over the sea of reds and browns in all its pale glory. I do find his Servant Nadia present, and she welcomes me with guarded respect. When I expose my idea, her pleasure and amusement reflect mine, and we soon free a rarely used reception room on the first floor for our little project. The prize of the theft is brought and reassembled there to everyone’s merriment, despite the engineering challenge it poses. Besides Sinead, Makyas of the court of Keyhole is also present, as well as a Likaean I had never met from the Court of Shadows. He is a strange man with a hooked nose, very tall and painfully thin, who answers to ‘Mr. Elusive’. I forget about his existence if he has not manifested himself in a while. The worst thing is that it is not an attack on my mind. He merely fails to make an impression.

I find it aggravating.

Nevertheless, the trio of Fae has retreated to the village and its inn while I remain sole guest at the castle. As for Sivaya, she will not take part in the heist. She remains a researcher with little taste for the violent and the noisy. Her loss.

On the night Torran returns, I wait for him in the room and hail as soon as his thunderous aura returns. I find the annoyance in his powerful presence titillating, especially when it turns to eagerness and curiosity when he identifies my own. His steps lead him to the room I occupy, then to my gift. His eyes find me, then find the prize and his face turns into a beautiful ‘o’ of surprise.

It is not every day one floors a lord. Torran grips the wall with a hand, stumbling. He shakes a finger at my loot.

“You… you! It was you! The entirety of Europe talks about it! It was you! It was you? You stole it for me? The Grand Organ of Amiens Cathedral?”

“Tada! You always said it was wasted on the mortals. So, I gift it to you instead.”

He has not quite recovered. I am filled with an immense amount of pride.

“By the Eye! My star! HOW!”

“A falsified repair order, an impersonated crew. The middle of the week. A deflowered nun.”

“It’s the most beautiful instrument I have ever beheld…”

Torran lurches to the seat and almost collapses on it. He runs his long fingers over the keys with amorous jealousy. He slowly places his hand in the proper place and pushes down softly.

The organ sings.

With religious attention, my lover places his feet on the pedal while he delicately pulls and pushes knobs on the side, apparently designed to produce various effects. When he is done, the first bars of Bach’s Tocatta and Fugue in D minor fill the valley. I smile gently. He can be so old-fashioned, sometimes.

I watch in silence as he plays, fingers closed, swaying with the rhythm. He is so alive right now. In fact, two bloody tears fall down his cheek.

“Drink them, my star. For you.”

I oblige and lean forward. It tastes a little salty and a little bloody and it transports what passes for my soul until my black heart beats again and my lungs gulp the air. Blood rushes to my cheeks. I vibrate with every note, feeling the echo of his pleasure down my spine. He is happy. Genuinely, truly, unambiguously happy. His fingers now dance over the ivory keys like the steps of ballerinas, then they press down imperiously, then they jump and stab down like dueling swords as the music requires. Seconds turn to minutes then to hours as he explores his gift. I place my head over his shoulder and I let him. Hours later, we walk in silence to the balcony and watch the night die, then retire to his room for a tender tryst.

Worth it.

Alas, all good things must come to an end. After a night of fun comes the inevitable questions? What am I doing here, and why have I returned to Europe secretly and very, very illegally?

Indeed, the existence of traveling papers only protects me insofar as I notify the concerned faction in advance that I will visit their land. Unfortunately, it would be foolish of me to do so seeing as I intend to rob them of their strategic assets and — if Sinead delivers — start a war.

Torran is understandably unamused when I inform him that I am here for covert reasons. I do not share the details with him so he can maintain plausible deniability, which means that from his perspective I am being most unwise.

“You are playing a dangerous game, my star. Eneru and Mask are old lovers and old rivals. We know each other inside out from locations to finance to manpower. You are a child joining a bridge table among old friends. You will be eaten alive.”

“I am not working alone.”

“Then I would like to meet those accomplices of yours.”

I hesitate, but Torran leans towards me.

“Those who helped you steal the organ?”

“The very same.”

“I know they are here, in the village.”

“Well…”

“What are you not telling me?”

“WELL…”

“You brought another lover on my land?”

“That would be a terrible faux-pas.”

I have grown used to the fact that vampires see relationships as fleeting things. I meet Torran once every blue moon and do not expect him to stay celibate. Vampire couples do not move together, do not create families together, and we have no legal stake in the whole process. One can hardly be blamed for not promising themselves to each other ‘until death do us part’ when it could happen in three centuries. Even the crustiest immortal can change quite a bit in that time frame. We are also fundamentally selfish creatures driven by instinct. Regardless, there are still customs one should observe as a sign of respect. We do not bring a lover on our paramour’s territory. It is simply not done.

“No, the reality is other but, to reveal it, I will require an oath.”

Torran appears surprised and perhaps a little offended.

“You do not trust me with this information?”

“You will understand my caution if you agree to keep their identity secret.”

“Are they rogues?”

“No. I would never partner with rogues, Torran.”

“Then I swear to keep their presence and identity secret.”

I have no obligation to let Torran know, and yet could I truly distrust someone who went against the knights to save my life?

Never, I owe him too much. And he swore.

“It would be better to show you.”
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The introduction between Torran and the Fae is glacial. More specifically, Torran ignores Makyas and Mr. Elusive to focus on Sinead with raptor-like intensity. Similarly, the Prince of Summer stands with the poise of a duelist, right foot slightly forward. The pair glare at each other for a few seconds in the deserted inn’s room.

Mr Elusive scurries away. Makyas winks. His lips form the words ‘drama queen’. A complete fabrication.

“My, what delicious guests.”

“Torran. Play nice please,” I whisper, but he pays no heed.

“Charming little hamlet you have here. Very pastoral,” Sinead replies.

The two men glare holes into each other.

“Are you two done? What is going on? Alright, you have met each other, now let’s go, Torran.”

I drag my lover outside, feeling quite awkward about the whole affair.

“He is not my lover,” I assure the old lord.

“Does he know that?”

“You know that anything between the two of us would result in his death.”

“And that would be for the best.”

Torran stops me.

“You are an adult, my star, even by vampire standards, so I will not patronize you. I will, however, tell you this. You are playing an even more dangerous game than I assumed. If you get caught, do not bring your pursuers here if they are Eneru, because as much as I love you, I have no esteem for your comrades and am bound by previous agreements.”

“I understand.”

“Good. Now, let us retire to my armory, just in case there is something there you could find useful.”

Ah, he still cares.
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The time for planning has come.

“Our target is one of three blood fortresses the Eneru possess in Europe. The holding facilities are located in the Hohenwald basin in the Austrian Alps, a small depression surrounded by mountains on all sides but one. All of the surrounding hamlets are fully under Eneru control, and all travelers will be reported to local enforcers as soon as they are spotted. As such, we will need to make our approach in secrecy. As for the fortress itself, we have limited information.”

I watch Sinead place his fists on the table in an unusual display of vulnerability.

“I have observed the place myself during an extremely risky trek three years ago. There is a single approach to the fortress on an exposed path filled with runes, guards, and defensive constructs. By observing the comings and goings of convoys, I have determined that access to the fortress is scheduled well in advance, with plenty of seals and permissions. I believe we will not be able to pass as reinforcements. Their security is top-notch for such a lowly realm. Our best chance is to scale the mountain from the back, which will pose problems of their own. There are defensive measures there of a nature I do not know, then the scaling itself on an ice-encrusted wall. After we manage to get in, our objective is three-fold.”

Sinead unfolds a parchment. A spell emerges from its depth, deploying over the table in a shower of lights. A miniature, ghostly fortress now stands before us in ethereal blue lights. I study the construct with interest. The body of the fortress was built on rock hanging over a forest of pine trees. The only path leads to a barbican, then over a chasm into a narrow inner court. The main keep is a rectangle, blockish and ominous edifice of large stones. A small flower garden on the balcony overlooking the court provides the only concession to life I can see. Even the windows are designed not to let anyone larger than a child pass. As for the roof, it appears to be well-patrolled and locked tight.

“How did you get a view of the roof?” I ask.

“I climbed the mountain and used binoculars,” Sinead replies.

I must admit to some surprise, as I had never seen Sinead so serious even once in my life. Even his usual quips have disappeared. The man before me is focused and determined. The only Likaean influence remaining comes from the magic he uses to let us see our target.

“As I said, the objective is three-fold. First, we must recover the Soul of the Storm from the keep’s guardian golem. We need this, for it is one of the only stones in the world that can contain the energies of the ritual. The others are just as protected as this one, and if the vampires discover that we are after them, our task will only become more difficult.”

A stone appears in front of us. It is black and carved into a teardrop with white lines crossing it like thunderbolts on a midnight sky. Pretty, I suppose, and quite powerful.

“I have prepared this approximation based on the memories of one of the guards who saw it. We will first work on obtaining it from the golem bay, near the entrance.”

A red dot appears at the base of the main structure.

“Our second objective is to recover the documents showing the current distribution and locations of the captive Fae. It will allow us to start the war.”

“How?” I ask, surprised.

“Eneru has broken the treaty that ended the last war. I am going to provide Mask with an opportunity they cannot ignore.”

“Are you certain?”

“Trust me, poppet, I was pitting powerful idiots against each other long before you were born. It will work. As for the third objective, it is optional: the rescue of the imprisoned Likaeans. As much as I dislike leaving them in the hands of their torturers, saving our kin is not a priority. We already have enough resources to complete the ritual. I would go so far as to say that we should not free them unless we are already noticed, and need a distraction. As for how they are guarded, the sentry I interrogated did not know. We only have limited information about the inside, which gives us far too many points of failure. Nevertheless, the attack remains our best option. There are some things I was about to learn and it relates to the staff and alarms.”

“Can we expect vampires?”

“Yes, in fact there will be at least one, a master with a strong tendency for corporal punishment. The sentry hinted that he thought the man was insane. Besides that, there could be visiting Eneru, come to replace their blood vials. Unfortunately, we have no way to find out in advance.”

“What about regular troops?”

“About twenty soldiers, twelve staff members, and five mages including one whose only role is to call for help if the alarm rings.”

“We should eliminate the messenger if we get the chance,” I say.

“Yes. In fact, if the alarm triggers and he calls for reinforcement, we must abandon the plan and flee as fast as we can because all of Eneru will come for us.”

“Security features?”

“Many, many wards. Fortunately, the staff often changes so everyone carries keys tuned to the defenses, allowing free passage between the different rooms. We will have to… liberate them. As for the golem, they are an unknown.”

“I will handle it,” I say with confidence.

“As much as possible, we should complete the first objective before being spotted or all is lost.”

“The lack of intelligence on the inside presents many unknowns,” I comment, concerned. “Any chance for a diversion?”

“It will be worse. You are not facing mortals, Ariane. The fortress will go on high alert at the first irregularity. You can also expect the soldiers not to take any chances. If they spot something unusual, they will trigger the alert first and investigate later. There will be no room for mistakes. For now, I would like everyone to discuss possible plans and options. Ariane, you had something for us?”

With a nod, I reach under that table for one of my special chests. The interior reveals quite a few goodies I have made and acquired over the years. I have built most of them myself.

“Very well gentlemen. Shall we?”


174. Grand Theft Faerie 


My feet land on snow without a sound and I take a deep breath. It smells of cold and of pine sap. The air is crisp with only the lightest wind.

Tonight is a good night. Fluffy clouds cover the sky, not yet heavy with snow yet thick enough to protect our progress from the view of mortals. The forest here is dense and wild. The trees count their age in centuries. We are but trespassers.

Truly, we are trespassers not just in the forest but in the entire valley. A village far to our right is populated with loyalists willing to die for the local Dvor. Even birds could be spies. As such, we move in silence which spares me Sinead’s constant grumblings. The poor lad does not enjoy this ‘season of savages’ very much. As for me, I wear the Fae armor I was gifted. The teal-colored ribbons still flow freely from my shoulder blades, the skirt is still ethereal and blue as before, and the silvery plates still stick snugly to my form in a shimmering waterfall of enchanted metal. The entire effect is somewhat ruined by the heavy bag I carry on my back. I simply could not be caught dead unequipped on such a difficult operation.

A part of me wishes I had the solid slab of eternal ice between my heart and enemy blades, not this skimpy thing. Alas, it would be best if I remained anonymous, clad in a foreign garment that emits no aura. Anonymous, or at least, plausibly deniable. Similarly, I have altered my traits to appear more elfin and gave myself preposterous silver hair and pink eyes. The effect on my companions, at least, was noticeable. My new appearance intimidates them.

Behind me, the two, ah no wait, three Fae move with various degrees of grace. Makyas seemingly floats above the pristine surface while Sinead struggles a bit. There was someone else? Ah yes, Mr Elusive. Curse that sinister beanstalk and his strange magic. I hope it works on the enemies as well as it does on me.

As I move on, a hole in the wall of frozen pines gives me a glimpse of our destination. The fortress is just as ominous and monolithic as Sinead’s image led me to believe. I signal the others and we quickly convene.

“From here on, not a word,” I tell them in child Likaean. “We use sign language only. If you absolutely need to say something complex, inform me at once.”

They all nod before I am done talking. Sometimes, I feel like they are indulging me though at least they certainly treat the situation seriously. I can never know what they think.

Our procession continues. We are entering the woods the Erewald vampires set up to protect their otherworldly blood sources. The bloodline consists of druids and gardeners. The place is undoubtedly trapped. The question is how? Scouting would only increase the likelihood of discovery, so we will go in blind and be vigilant.

As we move on, the shadows grow and the woods go deeper. Trunks expand in size until some of the coniferous around us reach a prodigious size. Ancient spider webs extend in crystal shawls across the low boughs, their makers long since frozen. Nothing, absolutely nothing, comes to mar the pristine surface of the snow, no bird tracks, no paw prints. We are the first to walk there since the last snowfall. I look up and down, searching for traps or spies and finding none. I fail to detect even the tiniest heartbeat beyond that, muted, of my partners-in-crime.

At a loss, I take out a measurement tool and point it down. It has the appearance of a sphere and its function is to reveal traps, pitfalls, and enchantments. There are no holes I can find. Thorough inspections show no signs of gargoyles or golems or permanent constructs designed to spot intruders. I feel myself growing paranoid.

Why is nothing happening?

And then I feel it. At first, just a susurrus at the edge of my essence, it grows and appears like a distant choir whose voices I mistook for the wind. It slithers in the still air until I recognize the dark bark for what it is, cursing myself because it might be too late.

This is the Nightmare forest.

I stop because for one instant, the night has grown too deep for this world, but then the moment passes and I can see the clouds again. This is bad. I hold a fist and the others gather around me, all two, wait, no, three of them. A small circle later and all sound is trapped inside, causing our voices to echo strangely.

“We are near the Nightmare forest. I do not know how but I can feel it. We could get lost.”

“Place between places, leading to a plane between planes,” Mr Elusive confirms.

It might have been the first time he spoke. I am not entirely sure myself. His voice carries a raspy note, and it feels distant as well. As if it had been born by the wind from over the next valley.

“This is the trap, but I do not know how to bypass it with certainty. We are beyond the scope of what I expected for alarms.”

“This plane is bound to you,” Mr Elusive says again. “You can guide us out.”

“How would I do that?”

“Seek out. And guide us there,” the strange being replies still in awkward Child Likaean. I understand that he is struggling to convey a complex meaning in a language that was not designed for it. The Likaeans have an entire branch of language dedicated to magic, one that human speech lacks completely. He is simply struggling to help me understand something for which I have no point of reference.

“The, ah, wavelength of this world and the liminal forest plane are different, poppet. As someone bound to both, you are our best hope to, hmm, disentangle them. Find us a way through. Find the fortress.”

He waits patiently until I finally nod.

“This task is not complex but it is unfamiliar,” he continues. “We have many such pathfinders among our ranks. Being certain is more important than being fast, here. I want you to take your time. We will not be lost until we start moving.”

“The place is stable,” Mr Elusive adds.

I am not so sure.

Or rather, something shakes at the edge of my perception. There are more dangers here than simply being lost. Nevertheless, I close my eyes and try to get a better sense of my surroundings.

The fortress is out there, it really is. I have seen its murder holes, perceived the dull lights of its selfish lanterns. I just have to find it. It exists for sure.

Slowly, I get accustomed to the taste of the world. My native one is stable and almost mineral in its antediluvian existence, an old, rigid relative who only moves when compelled to. By comparison, the other fleets and touches. It barely has more substance than a light air current. One that carries the scents of the night. The two lie intertwined here, but some trees live more in one realm than in the other. I glance around and find two that belong to earth close, their branches crossing over us.

“Every arch is a gate,” Sinead whispers. His voice bears a slight tremor.

Something is wrong.

The wind has stopped. We might be closer than I expected. I confess that those Erenwald crafters certainly wove an exquisite trap. I must take every precaution to prevent us from being lost. What can I do to increase our chances? Symbols. I need symbols.

I sigh.

“Sinead, please take my right hand.”

To his credit, he obeys without sass. He must be feeling the severity of the situation. Makyas then Mr. Elusive add themselves to the chain while I call a ball of light.

“Nu Sarrehin.”

The purple radiance shines the way, and I move forward with confident steps despite my fear. An arch, a door. We have to be getting closer. I find another such arch going in the right direction and lead us there. I cannot see the fortress right now but I remember where it was compared to us. It will have to be enough.

We make progress, but now the silence has grown oppressive and I am concerned about why. The purple radiance of my light spell bobs with every step as I move forward, bringing us close to the exit, of that I am sure. I can finally spot some clouds in the canopy’s breaks.

My concern is no longer getting out, it is getting out on time. After all, a light in a forest is sure to attract attention.

We almost make it. Almost, but not quite. Just as I catch a glimpse of frost-covered walls, heavy stomps break the silence. My first reaction is relief, as I recognize hooves and I even go so far as to curse myself for my absent-mindedness. I was so focused on secrecy that I forgot to ask Metis for help! My elation lasts for the blink of an eye. Metis is quiet unless she wants to make an impression, but even at her most intimidating, she never comes close to that level. Those are the impacts I expect from one of Constantine’s golems.

I spot mirages and shadows first, an image broken as if seen through a shattered mirror, but finally our pursuer appears between us and our exit.

It is not quite a horse.

If Sinead described a Nightmare to a demented Fae who had never seen the animal, then asked them to recreate the beast with shadows, roots, and shards of obsidian, this is what it would look like. In fact, it would be a miniature of the entity now barring our way, for I could walk between its powerful limbs without bending. More concerning, I cannot assess its power. At all.

Two silvery orbs like moonlight reflected on tar bore into me. I cannot detect any essence, not even a smidgen of magic. It has no scent either. Is something wrong with me?

I turn back to the three Fae, now as unmoving as statues and obviously worried. Prey. Prey. Prey, but cute. Everything is in order.

I turn back to the shard, elephant-sized Nightmare.

Nothing.

Troublesome.

It tilts its head. I cannot tell what it wants. I cannot read it. No, wait, I can. Slowly, I call upon the little Erenwald essence I have, undoubtedly one of my least used abilities. I still cannot tell much, but I can tell that it is… inspecting us. Perhaps expecting something.

Before I can reflect more, a second step of hooves crunch on the snow. This one is more familiar, and a moment later, Metis trots by my side. She shakes her head and snorts. The thing does not move, and neither do we. I think… I can tell.

“I ask for safe passage,” I say.

The creature's attention lands on me. Before, it was looking. Now, it is paying attention.

“An offering of blood… and…”

Metis takes a step forward and her small saddlebag, the only one she tolerates, bumps against my shoulder.

“And flesh of a prey.”

The massive creature takes one heavy step forward and waits. Taking it as a sign of agreement, I move forward and grab the blade of my axe. It is not a good tool, but the handful of throwing knives I have discharge their effects on impact, and that would be quite unpleasant. The cut gives me more pain than I expected, but soon dark blood pools in my palm. I present it to the creature.

Rather than licking it, it breathes in, and the black pool disappears. Next is the offering of flesh. I grab in the saddlebag and find a caramelized pig ear.

The creature’s head moves down, a horror of black stones and sharp angles. An ethereal fog bubbles behind some of the plates, and I detect no flesh at all. I take a step back, my end fulfilled.

The creature head’s slowly, slowly turns to Sinead.

“No,” I say. The deal was safe passage. It knows. NO PLAYING WITH WORDS.

It takes a step forward, and the tip of Rose comes to rest under where the throat would be. Metis’ hooves stomp the ground.

“No,” I say again, “thrice I deny you, no.” I flare my aura.

“DO NOT TRY ME. DO NOT PLAY COY WITH A DEVOURER.”

The creature’s focus returns to me. I bare my fangs. No games.

And it turns into a Nightmare.

The shift is seamless. One moment, I face a spiky abomination born by the opiated dreams of a suicidal wretch, and the next I follow a large horse, a humongous horse, but a horse nonetheless, outside of the forest. The titanic beast stops at the bottom of the cliff upon which our destination rests and turns around, disappearing into a dense copse. I turn to Metis with love and curiosity.

“Can you change into that as well?” I ask with some trepidation. In lieu of answers, the best pony lowers her head and bumps my posterior.

“Hm, yes, that would be very uncomfortable indeed. Nevermind.”

I pull two ears from the bag and offer them one after the other because she is the best dread pony and that weird large one was slightly dishonest, so it gets less and that is final. She bumps against me one last time and leaves, again in silence. Good Metis.

In the meanwhile, the Likaeans have remained quiet and focused. I nod and receive nods in return. They are ready to proceed. We should not speak.

I take out spikes and Sinead grabs a rope so thin it might as well be a string. We fasten it to our belts and I climb first, planting the pitons, as those spikes are called, deep into the ice. My natural strength is enough for the task and those are enchanted for maximum adherence. The Likaeans have gloves that help them scale the smooth surface but I end up carrying most of their weight, which is fine. Stamina is not an issue for me while their night is still young. After a slow but uneventful climb, we reach the first true stone. I stop, but Sinead bids me go higher. I only feel a tug on the rope as we reach the first window, or rather the first murder hole so thin I could not pass my arm through it. Glass covers it, but behind I see the flickering orange of an open flame.

The detection tool reveals no particular enchantments and for good reason. Enchantments can be set up but it still takes a mage to recharge them. Each one increases the burden on those in charge of the upkeep. Even the most paranoid defenders would not place powerful wards on every stone wall, so finding no defenses here does not surprise me considering the trap outside. I do expect security measures once we are inside, however.

I silently cast an enchantment and a small hole opens, revealing the interior. We have found the laundry room.

Makyas salutes us mockingly. I hear the flutter of wings and, suddenly, he is inside. I had nothing to do with it. Truly, the power of the Likaeans is increasing lately, even if they are still limited to parlor tricks. With our first infiltration done, I keep climbing.

Makyas is our poisoner, or so he claims. His task is to find the kitchen which, even at that time, has warm drinks for the men and women on patrol. Sinead assures me that he will not be noticed, and I have no reason to doubt. He has been dodging my kin for decades. It should be fine.

My ascent continues and we reach the next level. This time, the windows are dark and I peer into an administrative area. Time to let Mr. Elusive in. I focus and call upon a rather complex spell, one that I learnt from the Knights of all people.

The stone flows and expands. The magic would be more taxing if I did not have immense reserves, and I manage to keep the spell under control as well as discrete. Mr Elusive —

I frown.

I glare at Sinead. What were we doing here? He points up. Oh yes, there we go. I make sure to leave the pitons dug as deep as they can go, even if they bite into the stone. The rope is almost invisible from above and will be used as an emergency exit should the worst come to pass.

The next level is only one below the roof. The fortress only has three floors with windows for added security, and this will be our point of ingress. A summary inspection reveals access to an armory. I am about to get in when Sinead places his gloved hand on mine and shakes his head. He signs ‘alarm’ and ‘door’. Oh yes, the armory will be locked from the outside and this one will have magical protection without a doubt. I am also unwilling to cast the wall-piercing spell closer to mages and without several yards of granite between us. It would be best to find another entrance. Without a noise, I move left to the nearest entrance and lodge the last piton on the battlement jutting out, just above me. I hear a nearby heartbeat. There are sentries there, unaware of the daring intruders under their feet. Let us keep it that way.

We have found the dormitories. The next window leads into a small room with two beds and wardrobes. Forms sleep in their bed. Sinead nods. This is it. I focus and cast again for what I hope is the last time. The rift widens, and widens. One of the shapes shifts in their bed.

Sinead smoothly dives through and I follow a moment later. He unsheathes a dagger and stabs the man on the left in the temple. I see his dagger get in and the wound close behind with utter disbelief, yet there is no doubt that the person is quite dead. His cell companion soon shares the same fate. The blade leaves no visible wound behind and even the smell of loose bowels fails to occur. The only sign that our foes have met their demise is the absence of breath. I am as impressed by his tool as by his ruthlessness. We used the euphemism ‘disable’ or ‘neutralize’ during the planning phase. It appears that my friend wishes to leave no survivors. It is… acceptable.

The two men do not look like locals. One of them was clearly of Slavic descent, though this is the best estimate I can make from the man’s features. I find uniforms among their belongings, in light green. They wield pistols loaded with silver bullets and enchanted short swords. I noticed rifles in the armory, so their upstairs colleagues might have additional equipment. We also find rectangle metal cards I use to deactivate their door’s seal. Sinead follows me out into a corridor decorated with tapestries and lined with more doors, all of them locked for now. Most show two names and must be personal quarters. We follow the corridor right to an atrium decorated with large open windows leading to the balcony garden, or so I assume. The windows are currently closed and locked behind metal shutters. I can feel no less than three layers of wards here, unsurprising considering that it presents a major security risk.

The atrium was designed as an entertainment area. I see a bar of sorts, couches, and a well-stocked library with books in various states. The curiosity comes from the scent in the air. I recognize tobacco and Cologne, but there is a lingering stench of potent dry blood. Its source soon becomes apparent. To the side, a cage has been placed around a single chair.

‘Prisoners?’ I sign to Sinead. He nods.

We explore a bit more, but it soon turns out that the entire third floor only consists of those rooms and a few other amenities such as bathrooms. I propose to unlock the gates leading up and down using the dead guards' chit, but Sinead stops me once again. He shows a list of people and hours stuck to a sheet of paper to the side. I frown. Does he really think that they would set the alarm to trigger if the wrong person opened the door? I examine the construct and find no such workings, but still decide to give him the benefit of the doubt when he signals me to wait. We stand there for over ten minutes in silence until a pair of guards open the door. They appear bored out of their mind.

We kill them both.

I do not attempt to bite them for information because I wish to keep to the Seeker of Lost Memories persona I have for as long as I can, even if it means giving up information. If the guards do not have some sort of protection in place. I would not know. As far as vampire records are concerned, the last Fae-holding fortress takeover occurred in fifteen ninety-eight.

With the patrol disposed of, we end up in possession of various sets of key cards. I am about to take the stairs down when Sinead interrupts me yet again, still signaling to the timetable. I read some scribbles in German and realize what the canny rogue meant. Next to the name of Herr Muller, I find the orders for golem maintenance.

We move back to the bedrooms with our newly acquired universal access card, find the one belonging to the poor technician and dispose of him and his neighbor. In his personal effects, we find two cards: one for golem access, and the other for golem emergency access. This immediately alerts me. Did they design the castle layout for quick golem access? I show the card to Sinead and he points back towards the garden access. We lock the door on our way out.

All this skulking around feels extremely unseemly, and yet I must ignore the nagging feeling that we are improvising because we are, in fact, improvising. And we have no choice. Getting more information proved unfeasible. We must gather it now.

Sinead points at something I should have noticed. I would have, if I had not been in charge of magical detection. Behind the bar lies the only carpet in the entire public area. I lift it to reveal an unadorned trapdoor. It opens with the keycard, revealing a dark shaft and some serious anti-detection enchantments. I shiver at the thought of how many burglaries my companion has committed. Impressive.

Before leaving, I remove a package from my bag and place it upon the floor, following which I remove a silver needle from its flank. A light click informs me that the mechanism is armed. Sinead frowns. He tried to veto the explosives idea, but I would not have it. They have always been the great equalizer in my more lopsided fights. Some of our foes might guess it was me from the simple fact they were used, but the good thing is that they will not be able to prove it because explosives tend to erase evidence. All they will have will be suspicion. I will take this as an acceptable price for the added option.

After one last glare, Sinead follows me down. I believe he might be afraid of explosives and make a note to tease him about it later. The shaft itself is dark and unlit, with only metal bars lodged in the stone facilitating the access. I stop at regular intervals to check for enchantments and find nothing beyond secret doors probably hidden on every level. We keep going down and soon reach the basement level where the shaft ends. The golem access card opens the way into a lit hangar of impressive proportions.

While the rest of the castle had a distinct medieval feel, this exudes modernity. Steel beams line the ceiling, and from them hang harnesses and pulleys. Storage cabinets line the walls in tight metal ranks. I spot a workshop on one side next to a small door while monumental steps lead up to what should be the inner courtyard. The access is blocked by a trapdoor large enough to let the golem through. As for the war machine itself, it stands alone in the middle of the room.

It is now that I appreciate the genius of Constantine, both in his craftsmanship but also in his ability to remember that a golem’s structure is not limited by biology. The golem in front of me looks like a giant in steel armor. I estimate that it would be slow and ponderous, though powerful. Constantine prefers reversed leg articulations, a more thin and streamlined appearance, and more adaptative armament than a giant iron mace. Honestly, what a waste.

My attention returns to the situation when I hear a voice coming from the last corner of the room. There, I find a house within a house, a cubicle of reinforced stone with thick glass and a heavy door. As I watch, a man in uniform exits the safe room and frowns in my direction.

“Muller? Was ist los?”

I move. He dies from a fractured spine on my way to the door, which while open, is protected by a shield. I crash against it.

My eyes meet those of a terrified mage. He reaches for a bulging red button.

I remove three steel balls from a pocket of my bag and throw them. The shield moans under their deleterious effect, then cracks under the strain. I power through. I grab the man’s hand ‘in extremis’ and break his neck as well. I had to resist the urge to bite him, which surprises me. Nevertheless, the crisis is averted.

“That was close,” I whisper to Sinead as he joins my side.

“And that is why you are here.”

Ah yes, I am indeed a vampire lady. It does help.

“This booth appears to be the center of the fortress’ defense,” Sinead declares. His amber eyes inspect every piece of equipment in the tiny room. There is the large red button, but also mirrors that show the outside of the fortress: the courtyard, the garden, the gate, and the top of the barbican.

“We are fortunate that there are so few of them,” I observe. “Although it makes sense since their main enemies are vampires and surveillance devices do not catch us.”

“They do not?” Sinead asks, surprised.

“No, but it would not have mattered here since you were with me. We were wise not to attempt the garden entrance given what I have seen. Oh, the sentries on the barbican are still awake.”

“There should be around ten guards awake at this time of the night. We have eliminated four. Two patrol the barbican and two others should patrol the roof. It leaves one patrol, possibly on the first floor or outside. Makyas might have been successful in putting them to sleep.”

“Then only the master is left. But first, I will deactivate the alarms,” I say, examining the desks around me.

“I will retrieve the soul of the storm, then.”

Sinead removes pliers and other items from his own bag and walks to the golem. As for me, I am left severing the nerve cord linking this antenna of the Eneru alliance from the rest. They will quickly notice that the fortress is non-responsive, but we will hopefully be long gone by the time they send reinforcement.

The long-range communication mirror hangs from the back wall, surrounded by enchantments. I consider just destroying it, then reconsider. Since I have a few minutes, I can sabotage instead. The unfortunate sod who will next attempt to activate it will receive a mouthful of crystal shards for their trouble. It might also look like a malfunction from the other side. With vicious glee, I cut a few lines and extend another to create a power loop, which will destabilize and quickly destroy the mirror. My misdeed completed, I recenter my attention on Sinead. The rogue deftly plucks our prize from the golem’s exposed mechanism as I watch. He places the pearl carefully in a small box.

Our main objective is complete. And nothing went wrong! What an auspicious start. We could even leave now if we wanted, but I know Sinead. He will want to attempt to free the Likaeans if possible. Despite his apparent detachment, I remember the anger he showed at the thought of his kin being treated like cattle. The small door should lead to them. I point at it and the Prince of Summer nods with determination. The golem access keycard opens the path.

We next enter a storage space for important pieces, including repair equipment and magical supplies. This is a mage armory, of sorts. The next exit leads down a flight of helical stairs.

As we descend, I feel it. Misery has a way of sticking to the walls with the echoes of unending hopelessness. The air tastes of salt and regret, of lost time. Of death. We are entering a place of deep and enduring suffering, an agony so intense it has marked the place. Blood magic will work well here. It even smells like blood when we reach the landing, and the cause is easy to find. Beyond a glass pane, we find the bleeding room.

The window is reinforced yet also perfectly transparent. It gives us a perfect view of the manacles, the tables, and the alchemical supplies required to draw then conserve that most potent of essence. Although the premises have been cleaned to a maniacal degree, a powerful perfume of anguish wafts through the reinforced door that bars our path. Unfortunately, none of the keys we have grant us access.

“I can break through, but it will trigger an alarm,” I inform Sinead with a whisper. He leans towards me and I catch his much more pleasant scent. It distracts me until I almost miss his next words.

“We should be fine for the alarm itself, but what about sound?”

I inspect the enchantment and realize that the alarm is, in fact, silent. All the better to catch a careless intruder off guard. A strand goes deeper into the facility, however.

“No, but I suspect the vampire will be alerted. This is it.”

Sinead barely stops.

“Do it.”

The time for stealth has passed. I hope Makyas will be fine, though there should be very few threats left in the fortress. I open my bag to remove a dedicated piece of equipment, an enchanted tool designed to fragilize both the magical and the mundane at the place of effect, all while allowing me to make use of my great strength.

Some uncharitable luddite might call it a runed crowbar but they would only show their ignorance and complete lack of decorum. It is, in fact, an advanced piece of arcane engineering. Or de-engineering. In any case, I place the flat end against the lock and dig. With a terrible shriek of twisted metal, it gives in.

Sinead and I wait for a few seconds within the bleeding chamber, but no one comes to stop us.

“Farther in,” Sinead whispers. I take the lead.

The next gate is by far the most imposing in the entire fortress. Several layers of steel and silver block our path, yet before we can inspect it or rummage the room for credentials, it opens.

The coppery taste of spent essence assails me, then come the sounds of frantic hearts beating too fast to bring thin blood where it is needed, a constant effort that will never seize for spent blood barely regenerates before it is harvested again. No moans break the calm before the storm, no complaints. The people inside are beyond despair.

Even when I was under the thumb of Lady Moor and we kept cattle in cages like animals, we still did not treat them like those Fae are treated. Rows of cages with just a thin bed and a pot. No curtains, no intimacy of any kind. There are no personal effects in any of them, just different scratches on the walls, different marks on the unyielding bars. Light is dim and red, provided by a magical lamp drilled in the high ceiling. Their inhabitants all share the same elfin traits and peculiar traits as the Likaeans I have met so far, but they are all sickly. Broken. Lying where they are in thin shifts.

The most shocking detail is the cleanliness. It must take a lot of effort to keep such a corrupted place spotless, and yet there are no marks beyond the wear and tear. A colossal amount of attention and efforts are dedicated to making this atrocity as clinical as possible. I am disgusted and impressed in equal measure.

And the architect behind this grand horror stands in the midst of it, next to a pillory and a strange board. He wears a full plate armor revealing his face and the dark blood staining his pale cheeks. Short blond hair covers his scalp, and his jaw is locked in an expression of barely controlled rage. His blue eyes stare into mine, and in there I find a raging hatred that only death can end. It only takes me an instant to realize what has happened.

Killed.

We killed.

We have killed a Vassal.

At least.

I suppress the deep-seated feeling of horror gouging my chest. We have CAUSED THE UNFORGIVABLE. No, it was not my design. It was… my side. What have I done? No, I would have felt it. Then… Makyas? Anger and horror war in my chest, a feeling I keep suppressed. He must not know. Or is secrecy even necessary? I intend to kill him after all.

No. The other Likaeans are watching. They could be captured again. I need to maintain the facade. I need to get it together, this was not my fault. MY FAULT. I could have anticipated this… Too late. Too late, in any case. They are all watching now.

“A Seeker of Lost Memories…” a tall prisoner with thick black hair whispers with disbelief.

“So, you are Fae. I expected many things, but not that,” the Master says as he steps forward. Only now do I notice two more details. First, he wears a cross on his chest plate, something I find abhorrent. This will prove problematic. The second is the dangling corpse of a young man with a shocking flock of green hair hanging from his right hand, and that will prove even more problematic because I have seen what a vial of essence can do and this is considerably more potent.

“Has your species finally grown a spine?”

Sinead remains at the threshold but I take a step forward then make sure that my knives are fastened.

“I would have preferred insane mages or suicidal Gabrielites. Now I will be punished for killing the two of you instead of capturing you to be drained. I considered letting you experience the fate of your brethren, but the very thought of you still drawing breath while my Ulrich lies in the ground proved unthinkable. I will very much enjoy killing you.”

“Be careful, he is drunk on power,” I tell Sinead, still in child Likaean.

“I noticed. You fight him while I free our brethren. There is no choice but to kill him. You realize that, do you not?”

“I do. I have killed a vampire for you before.”

The Fae prisoners gasp in amazement, and I realize that I should not say too much.

“Do you even understand the tongue? Probably not, you failed invaders. Bah, I will have to hear you begging in that incomprehensible babble. Enough of this.”

It begins. The master charges with a roar of pain and rage. I bring my axe out and intercept him. The blow lands fairly on the axe that he himself just deployed. A soul weapon, of course. He is so angry that he has not realized that I match him yet. I have a short window, perhaps. GUILTY. No, I…

I miss an opportunity to slam my weapon behind his knee when his next charge misses. Enough of this. Focus, Ariane, focus. We quickly move across the room. There is no cover here, only flat ground and steel bars. And victims. Worse than cattle. A desecration of blood and THE HUNT. PATHETIC. Yes, pathetic. He does not deserve to rule over this macabre farce of a feeding ground. SHOW THE DOMINANCE OF MY WAY. A lunge of his proves to be a feint, one I do not take. He overextends and I slam my blade into his flank. He crashes against the nearest bars, armor cracked. Dark blood decorates my blade. Alas, he screams in rage and ignores the wound. It closes in front of my very eyes. Even Sivaya’s baleful enchantments can do little against the regenerative power of Fae blood. It will take a decisive blow or a significant amount of attrition to take him down.

Our combat continues. I give ground and counter as soon as I get an opening, keeping my head cool and my aura suppressed. He is a better axe wielder than I am, but I am a much better duelist overall. His positioning is reckless and his poise leaves many, many openings. I am faster and do not need to move much anyway. It is enough to push him into blunder after blunder. I finally manage to hamstring him, causing him to fall briefly. Unfortunately, he jumps back on his intact foot before I can capitalize on it. If I were to use my full power, it would be over in two moves. That is fine. A good huntress leaves her enemy a chance to prove themselves. So far, I am not impressed.

“Impossible. How can you keep up with me? You are strangers here. Invaders!”

I ignore his prattle and attack in turn. His armor is now more malformed metal than true protection, with half a dozen body blows denting it beyond salvation. I just need to be PATIENT. Eventually, I smash him against a cage with a devastation counter. He hisses and grabs his key card, which was hanging from his neck.

“I will just take… a little pick me up.”

Oh no, you will not. I take a step back to avoid a wild swing, then throw a knife at his flank. He rotates to let it slide along the armor while he opens the cage, eager to consume its occupant.

The dagger explodes in a cloud of silvery magic.

The master screams in pain and outrage. He lurches to the side. AN OPENING. I jump in and smash the axe against his neck. It digs in… but not deep enough.

“In the name of God!”

A blue light. I resist hissing as the taste of ash fills my mouth and I slam on the ground, dazed.

Ah.

I have not been punished by that one for a long, long time. I cannot say that I missed it. Picking myself up from the ground, I stand back up with no hurry. The master has not moved. Meanwhile, Sinead still frees more Likaeans.

“You are one of us? But no, your appearance… Impossible! Did the Eye grant one of you his essence? I was told that it was impossible! Unless… a Progenitor?”

He shows every sign of shock, and I find myself appalled by his stupidity. If I were a Progenitor, he would fit in a tray right now.

“No, you would have the power of the lords already. Intriguing. I cannot wait to drink you and learn everything, strange one. Perhaps we will converse before I kill you.”

By the Watcher does that man love the sound of his voice! But wait… yes, of course.

He is drunk.

I should have noticed it before, but I had never faced a drunken foe yet. He is riding the ecstasy of a shameful murder. I must use this. With a grim expression, I attack him and let him bat aside my counter.

I slow down.

It takes some effort to dodge just by a hair, to force my strikes to fall short by the most embarrassing margin. The master helps me with his complete lack of attention. I am managing a hurricane of confused strikes and all out attacks. At a point, I am forced to capitalize on an error and crush his left arm or he would have noticed my game.

“No matter what you are, you are weak! Die!”

This is it. He accelerates and ignores his own defense. I step back. I retreat again. We pass Sinead, busy freeing one more panicked kin. The cad does not look, but I notice his smile.

The master screams one last time.

“Your kind does not belong here, begone!”

I am pushed back once again, but barely. He was too far. He charges uncaring, ready to deliver the coup de grace. At the last moment, I arc my back.

The soul weapon shrieks against the scales on my chest, but Sivaya’s incredible craftsmanship shows its worth. The blade slides and jumps, diverted. At the same time, I throw my second knife where I knew his knee would be, the same knee I damaged earlier in the battle. My dagger finds a chink in his armor, blowing up the entire articulation. From the corner of my eye, I see the surprise when his leg fails him. The pain when he realizes why. I finish my arc and smash my axe into his wounded flank. He gasps. I jump on him and we fly across the room.

Risky, but…

I CANNOT RESIST.

A bite, as short as can be. Power.

We are the guardians of this world, Samuel, and its bane. That is why we wield the symbol of the Lord, and why it will kill us in the end. He who lives by the sword, dies by the sword, but we cannot allow ourselves to fall until the last of the monsters has bitten the dust, or until Judgment Day. Do you understand?”

A clerical outfit. a Hand on my shoulder.

“Yes, Father.”

I pull back from the vision and lick my lips in delight. It was short, but by the Watcher it was good. Kalinin essence. The ability to wield the tools of religion so long as one’s cause is just. I wonder what I will retain.

We crash at the far end of the room. The foe is dust.

Good riddance.

“There is no time, poppet. We must leave!”

“Yes, yes.
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The return to the surface is not as fast as I had hoped, even by ignoring the vampire’s possessions. I still left another bomb in that accursed prison, despite the lack of urgency. That one is just for my own satisfaction. We find stairs up and end up in the inner courtyard where two bodies await, both dead. Makyas kneels by the nearest victim. He does not look relieved to see our slow procession.

“Do you have everything?” Sinead asks.

The false child assents, but his expression does not relax.

“Is something the matter?”

“A convoy has come tonight. For new blood.”

A chill runs down my spine. This is bad luck, and a night convoy means more vampires. At least one.

“When will they arrive?” I ask.

“They are already here.”

Behind me, the massive aura of a Warlord flares.


175. The Great Escape 


“You need to evacuate while I hold them off,” I tell Sinead.

“We’ll rappel down the cliff, walk along the wall. Meet at evacuation site one?”

“You got it.”

“And be careful, poppet. The plan will work without them,” he whispers, “but not without you. You must return.”

“I will. Now go.”

With one last nod, the Prince of Summer races out in his warm coat, herding the weakened Likaeans towards the main keep. I am left alone in the deserted, icy courtyard. Quickly, I remind myself of the basic engagement rules I set for vampire combat.

First, I must absolutely keep my identity secret. Using blood magic might out me as a vampire because of the inherent potency of my spells, though I might be able to mask my aura for a few simple spells. Using Rose or my Magna Arqa will lead to an easy identification and must be saved as a last resort. Finally, being hurt will lead me to be recognized. The Vanheim essence can change my smell a little, but it will do little for spilt blood. To summarize, I need to survive a fight with a warlord without using my soul weapon, my Magna Arqa, heavy magic, and without being hurt. A completely achievable and reasonable goal.

I sigh. This smooth-talking summer snack will be the end of me. Speaking of snacks, what is the warlord doing? He flared his aura and then… stopped?

I wait, and then wait a few more seconds with my axe held in front of me. It takes a little longer before the heavy barbican gates open with ponderous slowness. The warlord is still there, I can taste his aura. It feels strangely familiar. Male, old, powerful and… Ah, a Dvor! Outside of his domain. Those lands belong to Nina of the Dvor and those territorial old monsters never cohabit. Whoever faces me now will do so outside of their domain, weakening them considerably and blocking access to their Magna Arqa. It will not save me, but it will help.

The gates are open. They lead to an under passage and the fortress’ exit on the other side, so tantalizingly close. The distant mountains on the other side of the valley call to me, but there is an obstacle in the way. He walks carefully from a side door, sword and shield on display. I realize that I know him. Before me stands Commenus, the man who led the assembled Dvor and Knight forces against the skeleton-mages of the Last City only a few years ago. Although, to me, it certainly feels like an eternity. The old general is still his wizened, gray-bearded self. His sharp traits remind me of ancient sculptures more than of any current ethnicity I have ever come across. Dark blue eyes peer at me from the barely lit entrance with wariness. What a thoroughly unexpected outcome.

Commenus fears me.

Or rather, he fears what I represent: Likaeans capable of fighting back. My presence with an axe and my obvious lack of emotions can only mean that the master of the place fell to me. Commenus does not know how I proceeded. He is ancient and cautious, rather than brash like some masters who believe themselves invincible. Also significant is his leadership at the helm of a force that battled enemies our kind had never faced before. He, more than the others, must keenly feel that the world grows wider and more mysterious every year. I must capitalize on that, but how? Acting is required. Unfortunately, I am forced to improvise while Commenus has centuries of experience dealing with machinations.

Unless…

I do not have to be smarter? I could just be more… upsetting.

After all, even I find Makyas strange and he is on my side. I merely need to don the proper mask.

I am Likaean.

I find eyeballs tasty. No, I really cannot. It is not in my nature. Even the guise of Seekers of Lost Memories I wear will not do since I have never met one, and thus cannot impersonate them. I need a character close enough to my natural disposition so I do not fail, but strange enough to dissuade Commenus from engaging. I need teeth. Power. I need to be different, far from the smug superiority of summer and distant haughtiness of the blue. Give me teeth. Give me hunger.

Cold.

I am winter.

I have devoured every bloodline on this planet, and I have more to taste on the planes. I know the polar winter, and I have seen the northern end of the world where ice reigns to the horizon and beyond, and the green lights of auroras reflect on permafrost. I have walked into battle clad in cold. I have tasted it, used it. I have broken houses and left nothing behind but BLACKENED BEAMS JUTTING UP LIKE BROKEN TEETH. Tufts of hair, gobbets of meat.

Oh yes, I understand winter. It is a trap, a dégénérescence              as numbing and painless as hypothermia. In a way, that is what being a rogue entails. They forget themselves and abandon their minds to the plenitude of pure instinct. I will never walk that path, but I will happily wear its trappings for an evening. Oh yes, this will be fun to PLAY A LITTLE.

I hunch forward a little and let my arm fall forward. A beast of winter has no need for posture, for nobility. I am power unleashed and ravenous. The Vanheim essence extends to its very limits to change my face, answering my need for a more feral persona. Oh yes, this will be fun. I am not just my blade and magic. I am the dedicated student of countless masters and the survivors of many close battles. I will show him.

“A warrior Fae. Now I have seen everything,” he declares with false bravado. I know enough about old Dvor fighters to see that he is looking for the trap.

“Don’t understand a word I say, huh lass? Weird one you are.”

I do not react, just follow him with my eyes. He glares with annoyance and takes a step forward onto the courtyard and out of the cover of the barbican. Perhaps he is expecting fire or sunlight? NO TRICKS, COME CLOSER.

“Wo ist Samuel?”

I slowly, slowly tilt my head, and still I do not speak. You can try every language under this sun and the others, dear Commenus, I shall not answer. As for Samuel’s fate, he must have guessed it.

Commenus suddenly kneels and picks up a stone, which he throws at me at a speed no mortal could follow. I move the axe’s handle by a hair, deflecting the projectile. I still wait.

“Well. Nothing to it.”

Commenus charges, shield high.

I smile.

I feel my cheek split to my ears, revealing a forest of needles. By the Watcher, this feels eerie. The effect on Commenus is even more dire, and he unexpectedly flinches, which means that he reacts just a little slowly when I hook the axe’s head into the side of his shield and send him careening. He manages to roll mid air and land on his feet. I am immediately on him.

I know how to face a shield user. Mannfred, you who sacrificed your life to hold Octave at bay, your lessons will not be in vain. Strikes to the side, to the head, low then high, high then low, I unleash a whirlwind of mighty blows on Commenus, forcing him into the defensive. Any lesser weapon would have shattered in impact before the sharpened art of Sivaya. Even a magical shield would be a mangled piece of scrap by now, but this is a soul weapon I face and its user is old and patient. Commenus disengages and shifts to prevent me from peeling him open. He angles it with minimum effort, deflecting my attacks with thunderous sounds. Nevertheless, the power I put in every swing forces him back again and again until he finds an opening. He dodges under a beheading attempt and charges forward, which is exactly what I wanted. A firm kick in the shield forces him to stumble, a risky maneuver but one I started in his blind spot. The return strike is so strong that I smash him against the nearby stable wall. Tiles fall from the roof onto his head even as I almost decapitate him.

“Right, this is not working.”

Commenus’ style changes to one of unstoppable offense. He charges shield-first right into me until I am in stabbing range of his gladius. I do not change mine, I attack as well. We just smash into each other with the power of two warlords, and I progressively see the fear of the unknown disappear in the eyes of my enemy, soon replaced by the joy of battle. I knew I liked the old codger. HE UNDERSTANDS.

Our fight spills over the entire courtyard in a whirlwind of unbridled destruction.

We demolish the barn, collapse the well, turn every crate to kindling. At one point, he throws an anvil at my face and the return shot sends the lump of steel through the keep’s unlocked gate, breaking the unwarded lock. Whenever he manages to close the distance, I attack with my claws and force him to move back. Otherwise, I bash him to my heart’s content. At no point did my ghastly smile fade but now it is matched by his, sharp and bloody from a lucky punch.

“Not bad, lass, not bad. I cannot wait to taste you.”

YOU CAN TRY.

Commenus adapts to my wild style with small, sharper gestures. In return I adapt to his with more overhead, massive strikes followed by low horizontal cleaves that force him to block with all he has. Once he tries to jump over it and I adjust my course, tossing him back into the barbican’s passage. A few humans from the convoy have come to watch the fight and recoil when the lord lands in front of them. They look positively terrified.

I have to give it to Commenus, he grows sharper and closer to hitting me as the fight progresses, but at the same time I have more openings. I manage to hit his arm once then the blade of the axe bites in the back of his leg, causing him to fall. None of those are debilitating injuries yet the sight of his blood on my weapon throws him into a frenzy. Eventually, it happens. A lucky counter lets him force my axe to slip on his shield and his blade rushes to my heart. I twist on myself at the very last moment.

A soul blade can rip through stone. A soul blade wielded by a lord can tear through steel. The scales of my armor sing when the edge of his gladius slides on them. I hear chimes. I see Commenus’ eyes widen with complete bafflement. I kick him in the jaw and send him flying through the air for what feels like the seventh time tonight.

Right, I have overstayed my welcome by a large margin. We have been fighting for minutes, an impossibly long time for vampire contests. The Fae must be long gone by now, even if they were weakened. I have tempted fate one time too many. While he recovers, I jump on the keep’s walls and scale their sheer surface, claws digging into the rime-covered granite.

“Not so fast!”

A gentleman should know when to abandon his pursuit. I reach the balcony garden and jump over its edge, possibly triggering half a dozen alarms as I go. I reach the top and find two dead sentries. Commenus is right behind me, shield strapped to his back. He had to dematerialize his blade.

Our eyes meet and I smile indulgently. Then, I press the remote control of the bomb I placed in the recreational area.

With an ear-shattering blast, the entire floor explodes. Commenus lifts his shield just in time to avoid a warded shutter to the face. Smoke and debris fill the air and slowly, almost lazily, the top of the keep slides into the empty air, masonry and all.

Ah. I might have overestimated the resilience of their wards.

I jump to avoid the avalanche of stones and wood. Below me, the Erenwald forest extends to the snow-clad peak above. I turn to see if Commenus recovered. He did. He is watching me. His face goes through a series of emotions with blinding speed. Shock gives way intense thought, then to disbelief. His mouth forms a ‘o’ of complete surprise.

He smiles and dips an invisible hat.

I detonate the second bomb in the basement. He flees into the Barbican, leaving the collapsing courtyard behind.

I might have been found out.

While our infiltration was slow and subtle, our flight is a ceaseless race across the wilderness. Sinead once more demonstrates that he is more than just an actor by leading us without fault from camouflaged cave to hideout, all of those prepared long in advance. At no point did he inform me of their locations for ‘operational security’ which I can accept since our meeting point is the ship and I am more than capable of looking after myself. We encounter our first difficulty during the first day when one of the prisoners attempts to kill Mr. Elusive.

I did not expect that, to be quite honest, yet Sinead did and I find enough nourishment to be sated for a good week that very night. It reminds me that the Likaeans are a vast and diverse people arrayed across multiple planes of existence. In fact, we are the isolated, parochial planet in their eyes. It so happens that Mr. Elusive’s court has a sinister reputation. It also happens that the Seekers of Lost Memories keep a close eye on its members and have decimated them in the past.

My identity as a vampire revealed, the Likaeans regard me with confusion rather than the hatred I expected. For many of them, my apparent altruism is more alien than the predatory policy of using them as blood fonts. It speaks poorly of the general climate of ethics and courtesy across the spheres, and reinforces my concerns that earth will face many dangers in the near future.

The supplies and artifacts the Prince of Summer prepared allows us to reach the port of Fiume unimpeded, where the cunning man finally delivers on his promise.

“This is what Mr Elusive delivered,” he tells me, showing me maps and coordinates.

“What are those?”

“Let me tell you a story, poppet. A short time ago, Eneru and Mask were at war.”

“You will have to be more specific.”

“And during that war, a Mask convoy escorting a few of my compatriots was lost. Tragedy! When those two esteemed, honest, and reasonable factions agreed on a ceasefire, the Eneru negotiators swore that they had no knowledge of their fate, and they told the truth!”

“Let me guess. Those who had taken the Likaean failed to inform them that they had conducted the raid.”

“What a devious little thing you are. There is hope for you yet! Yes indeed, and withholding such information could be construed as a violation of the terms of the agreement if Mask were to be made aware. Now, of course, Mask could very well demand compensation in a mature and patient way, estimating that the Dvor would do the honorable thing and not hide their prize in a different location while denying everything.”

“Please, my sides.”

“Or they could come across the exact location of their lost possession as well as the timetable of the expected visitors and security code. They might then decide to resort to some dubious means rather than solve their problem through diplomacy. Unfortunately, said document will fail to notify them of the trackers.”

My heart would freeze in my chest if it could.

“Trackers?”

“Of course I disabled them immediately upon freeing my kin. You have nothing to fear.”

“I have much to fear from you. How do you even know all of this?”

“The vampires have servants, and those servants know a great deal. You night walkers never touch each other’s precious pets. I have no such qualms, though I know better than to break your emotional support humans.”

“Makyas killed one. It…”

“It was an accident, we did not expect one to be present. I am sorry for causing you undue distress.”

The unspoken hangs between us like a cloud. Commenus suspects me, and his knowledge will spread to his most high-ranking allies in the aftermath of the flaring war that will come, for I have no doubt that Mask will enjoy collecting on their debt as much as they will stabbing at a surprised rival. Similarly, Sephare will take less than a month to link my disappearance with some well-timed European shenanigans. Although no one will have proof and no one will dare pursue the matter, the powers that be will come to associate my operation with the loss of a Vassal, then with a new war between old enemies. My already sulfurous reputation will inflate to the very heights of infamy. Do I regret it? No, because like in many things, it comes down to the bottom line.

I cannot allow Bertrand, leader of the expansion faction, to take over the New World. It is simply unthinkable. There is a century left before the final, cataclysmic finale to the millennial conflict between my sire and his mother dearest. I have no time to rebuild a power base, and therefore cannot allow myself to be exiled or worse. The Accords will survive. They must. If I am to keep its foes at bay through trickery and infamy, then so be it. I never sought to make allies of the Europeans to begin with. Those mighty factions certainly share the appetizing presence of a fruit basket, with might and opportunities aplenty. All the better to hide the cobra of Byzantine politics and infighting. This is not a battlefield I can win on.

And so I will have to make do with a daunting reputation. That is also fine. It is better to be renown for ruthlessness than for incompetence.

I suppose I could have pursued other avenues than an alliance with the Likaeans but I have no regrets here either. Their fate pains me. The possibility of antagonizing every faction of an ancient and powerful species remains a strong incentive as well.

Sinead being charming remains the most powerful of all, but I would rather not dwell upon that thought.

“Worry not, poppet. Remember, I am on your side,” the man himself whispers with certainty as we arrive on the pier. The thought comforts me a little because he is himself a force to be reckoned with, but my attention is soon lost when I feel an aura flare in surprise far to my left. When I turn to watch, I catch the edge of a coat made horizontal through sheer speed. Someone has spotted us, someone with inhuman reflexes. It appears that the game is up. If the Eneru doubted my involvement before, now they have absolute proof.

“Of course, they would be watching the ports,” I grumble.

“Is the ship compromised?” Sinead suddenly asks.

I shrug, uncertain. The sleek hull of the Spirit of Dalton exhibits no signs of tampering, and those who lower the gangway are the usual suspects including the Dvergur captain.

“Lothar, any anomalies?”

“People sniffing around the place,” the bearded man grumbles, “might be suspecting us.”

“Prepare to depart immediately. A lookout found us.”

“Aye, Ma’am.”

I allow the liberated Likaeans to move below deck while I inspect the outside of the ship, finding nothing. The protective wards and crew appear free of outside influence, though my inspection leaves many shaken by the sudden charm to check for foreign influence. Soon, we are underway and I find my place topside with my throne and my tricorn. Finally, I can figuratively breathe a little.

“Do we expect problems, Ma’am?” Lothar asks as we proceed south along the coast at cruising speed.

“If they knew you were our way out, the Spirit would be already sunk. Fortunately, there are many ports in Europe and we manage to hide our trail. Now that we were spotted, I expect other ships to be sent after us so keep your eyes peeled and do not stop for anything.”

“What if we are hailed by warships?”

“What sort of Dread Pirate answers the navy’s summons?”

“Aye Ma’am, orders understood.”
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Our crossing of the Adriatic Sea happens without hassle, due I suspect to the time it takes for the interception order to reach the right hands. Lothar keeps us on course but avoids the most common lanes even if it makes the journey longer. The Mare Nostrum is vast and mostly empty outside of those well-traveled areas, and we make good progress. Unfortunately, I know what it means.

“They will be waiting for us at Gibraltar,” I say one evening.

That is unfortunate. On a more encouraging note, the Likaeans have obeyed the first rule of the seas which is that everyone must wear tricorns, so not all is lost. We can face the odds in high spirits.

Lothar is no dilettante. We approach the straits under the cover of stormy clouds, taking full advantage of the approaching winter solstice and its inclement weather. Heavy rain batters the reinforced hull as we make our approach under the cover of silence and the complete absence of lights. I remain on the deck and inspect the Rock and its vicinity from afar. There, I find three squadrons of warships awaiting us including one ironclad. Her black-painted hull and red border give her the appearance of some snake waiting to bite. Discretion will be the better part of valor here, at least at first.

“Ma’am?”

“All hands ready. Half speed. Lower the rig and engage stealth protocols. Have everyone ready to implement the ghost stratagem.”

Now the Spirit of Dalton has been called a vanity project and other unflattering names by both Melusine and Sephare, which shows once again that I am the most visionary female vampire of the New World bar none. I will not challenge Constantine since he is developing a battle golem that can be piloted by a sealed sarcophagus and I cannot top that. Nevertheless, the Spirit has retractable masts made of relatively light, magically reinforced steel. Their hollow nature allows them to be folded and then withdrawn into the hull, giving us a much smaller profile. With the rig hidden, the ship is propelled by a corkscrew turbine situated at the back of the ship while the steam itself is recovered and recondensed to prevent trails. It is a marvel of engineering and I will eat whoever calls me an uncultured wannabe sailor. I even added a few surprises.

“Aye Ma’am.”

Like a prowling sea dragon, the Spirit cleaves the black waves on its course west. Unfortunately, alarms ring on the leftmost squadron. Flares soon bring a blue light over the seas, but they are launched too early and the eyes of mortal sailors fail to find us. As for me, I find the culprit behind our early detection in the presence of a vampire pointing impotently in our direction while a British officer watches on, politely incredulous.

I doubt that Mask had the time to learn of my little adventure and I am certain that Eneru would not ask them for help, so an Eneru agent must have taken control of British warships. Oh, the Hastings will not like that, not at all. War is all but certain now, which will help us little if we are blown to smithereens.

Lothar steps next to me, a tad nervous, but I choose to wait. I signal to maintain course which places us on an intercept path with the vampire-occupied trio. If we are to face them anyway, better to face them alone rather than provide targets for the other groups as well. The vampire watches us approach with disbelief tinged with concern. It is not every day that a civilian ship charges the Royal Navy in the age of the Pax Britannica.

Finally, the next flare reveals our presence and shouts echo across the three ships. They slowly swerve to present their broadside and the many maws of their cannons. The vampire looks even more concerned when we show no signs of slowing down.

I signal to Lothar. He whistles, the signal strangely distorted. Spectral green fire suddenly erupts from our sides thanks to well-positioned barium nitrate burners, while I cast an illusion to give the sailors’ flesh an ethereal quality. Unexpectedly, Sinead pops out from a trapdoor with his Likaeans in tow, now undressed (except for the tricorns or I would have complained) and covered with white, pearly paint. They start dancing madly.

Sinead winks.

Music plays while our masts extend again, basked in phantomatic radiance. Hidden vents belch steam in our wake. On the warships, the silence is deafening. Every last mortal watches us sail with open mouths and eyes as wide as saucers. The vampire recovers first and vociferates, but in vain. We have gone through.

I signal again and all the fires peter out at the same time. The music is silenced and the rig disappears once more into the hull. Our steam engine is pushed to the limit to leave the blockade behind.

So yes, that was quite nice.

“I did not know you could perform such amazing bluffs, Ariane,” Sinead declares in Likaean. “The tricorns, the dancers, all conspire to give your ship the guise of the flying Dutchman! I admire your dedication.”

Yes this is absolutely why I insist on all of those things, totally.

“You taught me that pleasure and results could go hand in hand when it comes to deception,” I generously allow.

“Indeed,” Sinead replies, suddenly suspicious. I give him my best smile.

“Ma’am, one of the ships is giving chase!”

I react at the warning and confirm that yes, indeed, the vampire’s chosen flagship has turned and now follows us at great speed. I believe we could outrun them given time, however, that would simply not be fun.

“Very well, deploy the gun.”

“Ay Ma’am, deploying!”

Now, having plenty of cannons can considerably slow a ship down, not to mention the tall hull required to hide them all. That is why I have a single turret and that turret harbors a single gun, which slowly extends from its hiding place. It would be incorrect to say that I designed the ship around the gun, but it would not be completely false either. Loth helped.

It is my pride and joy.

“What, in the name of the spheres, is that?” Sinead exclaims at the glorious sight.

“It is not even yet fully erect yet, just you wait,” I reply with joy.

“Did you really need such a monstrosity?”

“Captain Lothar, what is the third rule of the sea?”

“Firing on the same target a second time should only be done for entertainment purposes.”

“There you have it.”

‘The Gun’ as it is commonly known finishes its deployment and the turret slowly rotates towards a quickly panicking vampire.

“Maintain course, angle one ninety-three, elevation minus three point five.”

“Aye Ma’am, one ninety-three, minus three point five.”

By the Watcher this is so fun.

“Solid shot,” I concede. I could use an explosive one to get a kill but I would rather not poke the hornet’s nest any more than I already have.

“Are you sure you want to fire at a British warship?” Sinead asks with a little concern.

“My dear, half of the fun of being a Dread Pirate is firing at the Royal Navy. BRACE!”

“What’s the other half…” the Fae mumbles as I move forward to get a better view.

“Ramming, sir,” Lothar says.

“Oh.”

“FIRE!”

I had to design new hydraulic shock absorbers to prevent the Gun from tearing the Spirit in half. It shows. The cataclysmic boom generates a shockwave that extends over the waves, flattening them.

Over here, ice-magic based cooling mechanisms hiss.

Over there, a dreadful clang sings the dirge of the ironclad’s lower hull, as well as that of the pursuit.

“She’s sinking, Ma’am,” Lothar comments laconically.

“HAHAHA YES! Ahem. I meant to say that they could keep her afloat with some effort,” I reply. They merely have to condemn a few sections. I think?

That vampire seems a tad angry. Ah, but this was delightful.

“Come to think of it, I have not yet lost an engagement at sea,” I observe.

Sinead shakes his head and withdraws. I am left pondering on my throne while a cabin boy dances a merry gig, as it should be. We have everything we need for the ritual. Before we proceed, I will have the enviable task of convincing the Accords that I triggered an international incident for their sake, all while preventing the creation of a blood-draining facility on our territory. Once this is done, I will handle the penultimate step of the ritual.

We need to set up a fortress on the other plane, where only skeletons and mana hounds dwell.

It might be a bit challenging.


176. Ariane, Master Schemer 


“What were you thinking? By the Eye Ariane of the Nirari are you out of your mind?”

I sit back and relax, letting Sephare vent. I shall have to endure Constantine’s ire later and would rather preserve my strength.

“You enter Eneru territory secretly. You help Fae escape vampires. YOU SINK A ROYAL NAVY WARSHIP.”

I smile at the recollection, despite my best efforts.

“Ariane of the Nirari! This is no laughing matter!”

“Yarrrrrr!”

“ENOUGH OF THIS! How old are you really?! By the Eye I cannot possibly imagine how I thought you mature and reliable! Next you will tell me you stole that organ as well.”

Unfortunately, my light smile freezes on my face ever so slightly, and the cunning socialite that is the Hastings lady picks up on it. She leans above her desk with fury on her brow just as I regain my composure. Her pale blue eyes bore into my soul, or they would if I still had one. She cracks the wood under her dainty claws just from anger. I had never seen such a loss of control from the smooth court animal.

“Ariane. Ariane. Ariane! Why?”

“How did you even hear about that?”

“How could I not?! This is the most bizarre crime in the century! All of Christendom is screaming in outrage. Pope Pius IX even made a public declaration.”

I am more than famous, I am infamous!

“Answer me, why?”

For fun and because I cherish Torran’s happiness.

“We could call it a proof of concept.”

“The concept being riling up the mortals into a frenzy?” she asks, aghast.

“Oh please. They are not truly outraged, they are amazed and intrigued. You know mortals.”

“We are not discussing the merits of scandals, we are talking about your… your inexcusable actions! I cannot in good conscience shield you from their consequences. What were you thinking?”

She places both hands over her face, then a second later, glares at me from between her fingers.

“I sincerely hope you were not hoping to keep the Fae for your personal consumption.”

“Of course not.”

“So you do not object to us seizing them?”

“By all means, if you can find them.”

“Ariane…”

I lift both hands to show my lack of resistance.

“I am not fighting you, merely saying that I released them.”

“You…. what?”

“I solemnly swear that I don’t know where they are. I let them go.”

“Haaaaa. Ha. Ha.”

I believe I may have broken her.

Sephare screams, a shrill sound that pierces through the Boston fortress to herald danger. The small lady then grabs a bust from a pedestal near her window and smashes the glass to pieces. Then, she jumps through it. How very dramatic.

I inspect my fingers until a knock on the door heralds the coming of more questions. Always more questions.

“Come in.”

Constantine’s Stewart and Boston Fortress’ master enters the room. Wilhelm wears a black suit but leaves his beard and long blond hair flowing free, offering an interesting contrast.

“Is everything fine here?”

“Sephare felt unwell and decided to go for a walk.”

“Through the window?”

“Very unwell.”

“Ariane, I appreciate levity as much as the next man, but I cannot overstate the danger you are in. Your stunt has placed you in great peril from the Accords as much as from Eneru, and even perhaps Mask. As someone who respects you, I would advise you to prepare your defense because you will be tried for this rash action, quite possibly by Constantine himself.”

I stand and turn to face the Erenwald lord who has expressed a more straightforward opinion than most of his peers would. It was heartfelt and I feel compelled to answer his favour in kind.

“Lord Wilhelm, I am a busy woman. How many times do you expect me to answer the very same questions?”

“Whatever do you mean?”

“Why have you done that? How would you answer those accusations? Our dear kin will want an explanation and I will provide them twice and no more. Sephare will calm down and listen when she is ready. In the meanwhile, I have much work to do.”

Wilhelm considers me in silence for a moment. I cannot read his expression.

“Will you at least give me a hint?”

I ponder his request for an instant. He is a brave and honest man and deserves that much.

“I will emasculate the expansion faction’s military for the foreseeable future, thus preventing them from winning the next war against us.”

“The one they are preparing for right now?”

“Quite so.”

“I hope you are right, Ariane of the Nirari, but if you are, I will be very impressed.”

“We shall see. I hope to be impressed as well.”

I really, really do.
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The council room has always struck me as a place of potential. An unfamiliar spectator might equate our ancient garbs with obsolescence or associate the stone seats with stagnation, but it would be a mistake. As in many aspects that concern the aristocracy of the night, the truth lies beneath a thin mask. The unmoving monsters are not statues but powerful beings ready to pounce at the first sign of aggression. The controlled auras betray odd variations, signs that their owners hate cramped space and the proximity of their kin. Councils are not unlike the final moment of a pendulum’s swing. The ball has slowed down to near-immobility, only to come hurling back. I must grab the attention before the rest of the wardens fall on me like several brick houses that someone would have set on fire.

To come forth for explanation would normally be unwise. It acknowledges the authorities of others. It weakens my position, implying that the approval of my fellow wardens matters to me, an unthinkable proposition. Wardens are only held accountable when tried. I, however, have gone too far. The Accords are willing to tolerate the odd bout of piracy or government destabilization. I bet even the occasional town could be razed to the ground. Clearly, crossing the Atlantic to trigger a war between vampiredom’s two mightiest factions crossed a limit.

Rather than waiting for the inevitable trial, I have decided to go on the offensive, so to speak. Sephare and Constantine approved the plan. I ran it by Sinead to be certain it was the best choice on the off chance that the pair had decided to sacrifice me to my rivals. He agreed.

Constantine climbs down the stairs and gives me a cold look. He has not quite digested my little escapade, not that I blame him. Soon, the session begins with the usual greetings. The few more urgent issues are solved expeditiously. Barring a few exceptions, all of the wardens are present. Everyone wants to get to the meat of the subject, so to speak.

“For the next order of business, Ariane of the Nirari wishes to share her findings from her recent trip to Europe. After consideration, I elected to merge this topic with the accusations of reckless endangerment of the Accords some of you have raised considering they were linked. Since Ariane of the Nirari volunteered to present an explanation, I will let her talk first. The session will conclude with a vote to go or not to trial. Lady Nirari, you have the floor.”

I stand up as Constantine sits.

“Thank you, Speaker. As most of you have heard by now, a Fae-holding and blood-harvesting facility in Austria was attacked and its residents were taken. I was involved in this operation. I helped to transfer the Fae captives to new owners.”

Technically true since Sinead is their leader. When it comes to vampire negotiations, technically true remains the best choice. Semantics matter to us almost as much as to the Likaeans.

Normally, I would despise half-truths terribly, but we are playing a game with other rulers. I am not truly collaborating with them, I am deceiving them to protect Sinead who was my ally from the start. Curse him and his handsome face.

“I realize that my actions appear reckless to casual observers, and I will endeavor to enlighten you as to my motivations. Before we begin, I swear that it is my firm belief that what I have done will benefit the Accords in the short and long term.”

The clear oath takes and holds. I do believe that depriving hostile factions of Likaean blood will significantly even the playing field. The truth is that the Accords do not have access to any blood-harvesting facility and that, by law, any resource found locally belongs to the territory’s warden. By extension, captured Fae are the property of the captors and no one else. Those of us who managed to find those rare and elusive creatures have kept it to themselves, me included.

“I moved to answer a request from an entity I shall not name. I shall keep secret the details of the operation, but know that my end of the bargain allowed us to gain a significant advantage in faction politics.”

A Roland lord raises a hand. I allow the interruption.

“Please elaborate. What advantage?”

“Nothing less than a major, unplanned war between the Eneru and Mask factions.”

The wardens blink and turn their head, the vampire equivalent of a strong reaction.

“Are you quite certain?” someone asks out of turn.

“It is true,” Lord Ceron says in a smooth voice, “some of my export contracts were canceled because of flaring hostilities. I received reports that Baden-Baden and Lausanne were attacked.”

“Information remains difficult to obtain due to the improvised nature of the conflict,” Sephare confirms, “though I can tell you that conflict is occurring as we speak.”

“How did you achieve this?” another asks.

“Elements of Eneru violated the previous peace agreement with Mask without the signatories’ knowledge. I presented Mask with an opportunity for revenge by providing the location and security access for other Fae prisons,” I reply.

“Very tempting. How long does that grant us?”

Although we have not addressed the situation yet, all of the wardens know Mask will attempt another conquest sometimes soon.

“It is difficult to ascertain,” Sephare admits, then she reveals a precious nugget with her usual flare.

“However, I just learned that Jean-Baptiste landed in Mexico a couple of nights ago.”

“The Scythe user?” Jarek asks.

I met the man in Paris when I visited the undercity. He is one of Mask’s deadliest combatants, perhaps on par with Jarek himself.

“That is not all. The twins Andre and Vincent came with him.”

The same who pierced my heart. What a small world.

“They mean war,” Ceron observes.

“Certainly, and on a much shorter time frame than we expected,” Sephare continues, “This diversion could not have come at a better time. In fact, they could very well decide to proceed with the offensive.”

Sephare warned me of course. The truth is that even with Fae blood, they would still be at a small disadvantage according to our estimates. Of course, theirs could be different and they might believe they hold the advantage. They might even be correct.

“The escaped prisoners, what of them?” someone finally asks.

“I delivered them to a contact in Morocco. You have my word that I do not know where they are at the moment, and I have no claim on their blood.”

The old ones eye me suspiciously. I left much unsaid and there are loopholes, yet to lose sight of captive Fae implies that I either gave up on them or trust the unknown party blindly.

“I would be curious to know who that contact of yours is.”

I shake my head.

“I believe I have proven that my behavior did not recklessly endanger the Accords. Beyond that, my deals are my own,” I reply.

“You have yet to prove it beyond the shadow of a doubt.”

“The burden of proof lies with the accuser.”

“I have another question,” Jarek interrupts, and the small susurrus of conversations dies down. Jarek was none too happy about my trip as well. If I had to judge, he does not begrudge me the initiative but dislikes risky politics with a passion. The situation must have left him irritated.

“You obtained an advantage for us at a risk for yourself. Why did you not share this information with us before starting and what did you get out of it personally?”

Ah, direct and to the point as always.

“I did not share this information because my partner in this endeavor required secrecy, and for good reasons. With the prize of a dozen Fae, the temptation would have been too great to sabotage our work. I do not have to tell you that this many donors represents a strategic asset. The risks were simply unacceptable. Even with things going to plan, I was forced to evade patrols and run a Royal Navy blockade.”

“It shows how much you trust our leadership,” a rival lord declares. Constantine turns his gaze to the man, but I decide to disarm the conflict before it can occur.

“The secrecy was my partner’s wish, not mine. As for what I gained, besides some powerful magical artifacts, I was also granted an excellent opportunity to guarantee our independence for the foreseeable future.”

Jarek does not react, yet a few pointed looks show that no one believes in a gesture of altruism on my part. Wardens are seldom witless, after all.

“You might remember that during the last conflict, Bertrand personally attempted to capture and punish me on several separate occasions.”

Recognition shows on many faces. Our enmity might have been a quirk or a footnote during the last conflict, but now I am a lady and the stakes are just as high.

“If Mask wins and the Accords are dissolved, some of you may retain your territories with some concessions. It will not be the same for me. Not only would I lose my seat of power, which for a Devourer is abhorrent, I would also lose most of my means. A majority of my funds are tied up in local ventures, all investments I would be rendered unable to collect should I go into exile. If Bertrand’s faction wins, I lose everything I have built for the past half a century. Our loss, for me, would be unthinkable.”

“And you burnt bridges with Eneru,” Sephare added.

“Quite so. You realize now, ladies and gentlemen, why I have a vested interest in our success. We already warded off one attempt and will face at least another before the end of the century. The opportunity I was granted will cripple Bertrand for good.”

“Can you tell us about this opportunity?”

“I can do better, I will invite everyone to participate in the final phase once it starts, but under two conditions. I require an oath of secrecy, and one of obedience…”

Cries of consternation ring throughout the room.

“You cannot possibly imagine…”

“Obedience? To one so young?”

“... with an opt out,” I finish.

Those who join will be forced to silence, and free to leave the scheme if they do not like it, though they will be compelled not to oppose it in any way. The protests die down, though frowns show that they find the proposal less than enchanting.

“You know, if that mysterious benefactor is your sire, you can inform us,” Suarez offers.

I shake my head lightly.

“Full secrecy enforced by oath,” I reply, thus letting those on the fringe suspect him, Semiramis, and who knows how many ancient monsters capable of such grand schemes.

The prepared oaths might be comprehensive but I would rather limit our numbers to true believers who will not spend every hour of every night trying to work around their binding words just so that they snack on a certain shameless rogue. If anyone gets their fangs into him, it shall be me.

“How do we know that this operation of yours does not endanger the Accords?”

“I swear that it is my belief that this will help the Accords in the short and long term.”

“You might be mistaken.”

“And we will not know until I try.”

“She is correct,” Constantine continues seriously. “A binding oath is the most one can request of a warden and Ariane has already given one. We give each other the benefit of the doubt. I will grant you a few moments to consider your options, then we will move on.”

The Speaker truly has my back despite his reticence. If he wanted to sabotage me, he would have asked for a recess and let those old schemers cook up some legal way to force my hand or at least delay me to let me know of their displeasure. If we get to the trial vote now, the wardens should be too concerned about my next scheme to try to stop the past one. We do enjoy novelty. Their curiosity will protect me from legal retribution more surely than any convincing proof could.

As expected, no one makes an argument, though I receive one last question.

“Will those who vote against you be allowed in your scheme?”

“Of course not!” I scoff, “Either you trust me or you do not.”

A few more grumbles and I am a free woman.
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A small yet hallowed committee sits in my fortress room, so busy that I had to borrow chairs from a neighboring Cadiz master. Lord Suarez stands for the Cadiz while Lord Adrien represents the Roland and, to some extent, the traditionalist faction which I oppose. Jimena is here, of course, and so is Naminata. Jarek showed up without a word. To my surprise, Sephare joined us. She raises an annoyed brow when I look at her.

Those men and women reflect my journey to the Accords and to power. Lord Suarez raced after me in Savannah, a pursuit that ended with me swimming through its pier’s soiled waters. In my mind, he represents the Cadiz, the first faction to ally with me purely for their own benefits. Jimena and Nimanata are my first friends and the ones who helped me with no benefit to themselves. I helped Sephare obtain her territory, then integrated her group as she helped me in return. The canny blonde was my first formal, political faction leader. As for Adrien, we worked together during the human civil war then he attacked my land during my little Knight adventure because of the capture of his twin brother. He owes me a debt yet still nominally belongs to the traditional faction. In a way, Adrien is the opposition party in a government at war, opposed on minor issues but united during times of strife.

Although their numbers are few, those lords and ladies represent the entirety of the Accords’ political spectrum and will no doubt report to their respective sides once they know my little secret. The oath will prevent them from giving out any details so they will be limited to saying yes or no. I do not mind. Although their support would be welcome, I do not particularly need them anywhere except off my back.

Adrien sits somewhat uncomfortably, the last person to join. I stand up and close, then ward the door. I also double check that Constantine is not eavesdropping through the fortress’ defenses as I am sure he can, but find no signs of tampering. Satisfied, I return behind my desk and pass out the forms detailing the oath. All of the persons present swear with no signs of hesitation. It feels strange to be the heart of a conspiracy. Strange, yet exotic.

“I am sure you are all eager to know what this plan entails so here it is. We are going to remove the Fae blood advantage from all factions. In order to do so, I am going to steal the Fae.”

My guests receive this declaration in consternated silence. I let them simmer for a second, then give them their second serving.

“All of them. At once.”

“Is this a joke?” Sephare asks.

“No. We will open a portal to the dead sphere and set up a ritual site using a war-class golem core as well as a few other stones as portable magical sources. Then, the most high-ranking Fae couple under the leadership of a prince will use a royal authority ritual to summon every stranded member of their species to the dead world. They will then open a second portal directly to the closest Faerie world and go through.”

“The closest what?” Jakek asks.

“Hold that thought. A royal couple, you say? Your partner has access to a Fae prince?” Sephare asks, stupefied.

Oh.

Oh!

Oh this is going to be so good.

“No. My partner is the Fae prince.”

Horror, awe, and stupefaction war across the old ones present to my immense satisfaction. Is this how it feels to bring a machination to a perfect close? I understand Sinead so much now, I would even laugh maniacally if I were not a mature and poised lady. I shall have to do so later in private.

“But… Since when?”

“I have been working with the Prince of Summer for the past seventy years, almost since I was reborn.”

The only persons not to gasp are Naminata and Jimena who knew to some extent. They put on satisfied smiles while the others display powerful emotions. The most shocked of them all is Sephare. She grabs her forehead between her hands then, to my surprise, she laughs.

“Of course, of course by the Eye! It makes so much sense!”

Once her mirth calms down a bit, she meets my eyes with pleasure clear on her delicate features.

“You were not growing more erratic, you were merely adhering to your first allegiance, which was not us! Oh my, I had it wrong the entire time. Backwards, as it were. Oh, goodness me, what an amazing turn!”

“Yes yes,” I reply, suddenly a little put off by such a queer display. “The way you can assist is by helping me clear the ritual area of mana hounds, of which there will be many before we can finish a magic containment circle. You are also welcome to take part in the final ritual and defend the ritual site from aggression, which there will be.”

“How?” Jarek asks. “Did you not maintain secrecy?”

“Yes, however this will be an event of tremendous reach. We live in a magical world now. Momentous occasions bring portents.”

“The Amaretta. The Seer bloodline,” Sephare whispers.

“Precisely,” I reply with a nod. “As an event that will shake vampirekind to its foundation, the liberation of the Fae must have been or will shortly be predicted by their Progenitor. I have no doubt that either they will intervene or they will warn those who can.”

“Which leads us to the obvious question,” Adrien remarks. “If the Amaretta do attempt to stop you, would that not make it a terrible idea? It will weaken us as a species, and we have already been exposed to one dangerous foreign entity, the skeleton mages. Who is to say that they will not return or that others will not take their places? Fae blood could carry us to victory in our most desperate hour.”

“First, the skeleton mages will return, of that I am sure, but they illustrate a real problem. A few decades ago, portals were an anomaly. Now, the dead plane’s Last City knows of our existence and no doubts plans on stealing earth’s lifeforce. Our world grows increasingly bound to others, including that of the Fae. Already their powers have grown. Now, do you have any idea how powerful the Likaeans are?”

“Likaeans?”

“This is what they call themselves while Fae is our term. The Likaeans exist across a multitude of interlocked planes, gathering in many factions and many species. While they were all forced into a human appearance here by the world, it will fade in time and a determined invader could let their warriors keep their form. If the prince is to be believed, the Likaeans’ numbers are beyond reckoning. Untold billions populate their realms. They are a fractious and bickering lot, for now.”

“But if they realize we enslaved them…”

“And treated them as cattle for centuries, and believe me, they will find out sooner rather than later, we will face a foe we cannot possibly hope to prevail against. If, however, a faction frees and returns them, they will incur a debt we can capitalize on. The Likaeans understand infighting and power struggles. We would just be yet another plane to them.”

“And they would leave us in peace?” Sephare asks, disbelief clear in her voice.

“Of course not. We would just have a fighting chance against a scattered opposition.”

“I see now why you kept this whole affair hidden. It would just be wiser not to poke the bear and hope they never find out about us. Or to obtain better guarantees. Or better yet, kill them all and hope the truth is never discovered. Goodness me, there is nothing worse than an idealist with power,” Sephare laments.

“My solution does not rely on unknown entities with unknown powers never finding out, so I believe it will do just fine, thank you very much. Before we move on, I will ask which one of you would like to remove themselves from the agreement?”

No one volunteers. I expect the ancient ones to consider their options before withdrawing their support, but sometimes, some of us react strongly to what we perceive as foolishness. It does not appear to be the case here. No one erupts in furious vociferations.

“Very well. One last thing before we begin,” I continue.

I place my hands on my lap and close my eyes. I need to… oh, to hell with it. I will just speak my mind.

“Although the oaths are comprehensive, I hold no illusion that a particularly determined vampire could somehow find a way to sabotage this project, so I will state this clearly. If I ever discover that one of you, and I am not aiming this at anyone thus far, if one of you betrays me, they shall find out why and how I became the fourth Devourer. I will find them. I will kill them. Nothing will stop me, neither distance nor allies nor personal might. Think very carefully before you commit, because I am fully invested in this endeavor and will tolerate no duplicity. None, at all.”

“Well,” Sephare replies with an amazed smile, “now I am eager to meet the one who would cause such a strong reaction!”

“I did not leave Europe to bow to Mask again, Ariane. You shall have my support,” Adrien says.

“Spoken with honor,” Jarek adds, “I respect that. You have my fists.”

“Honor, purpose, and audacity. A Cadiz can ask for nothing more. I will stand by your side,” Suarez speaks with conviction.

“Thank you for inviting me for this little outing, cupcake. You always bring the most delicious adventures,” Nami adds.

“I will always be there for you, sister,” Jimena says.

“Then we can depart for my territory whenever you wish,” I say. Before I can stand up, Sephare picks the service bell and rings it. A knock on the door replies.

“Come in?”

Constantine steps into the room and stares at me, but it is at Sephare that his question is aimed.

“So?”

“I am convinced and conscripted.”

“Very well. Show me that oath. Let us get this over with.”

[image: Shape  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

A long time ago, Semiramis came to the Illinois wilderness to complete a ritual. At the time, I wondered why she would pick such a desolate and random locale to conduct one of the greatest feats of magic this world has ever known. Only now do we realize that the weave of the world is particularly porous here, and that the cause for this thin barrier stems from the dead world. I hope it was not caused by some horrifying rift into reality or some similar concerns.

I turn to the quickly growing fortress being built by hired workers under the vigilant gaze of my most faithful followers. Likaeans and vampires walk the ground, looking at each other with suspicion for the former, and longing for the latter. Our otherworldly guests still wear human shapes but the exoticism they exude makes them unmistakably alien to those of us in the know. I stop when I discover Sinead casually leaning against an oak as Sephare leans forward with naked curiosity.

“You were Simon Nead all along?”

“One of my more amusing achievements, yes. Ah, poppet, you have come. The first portal is ready for activation.”

“I will need a few minutes to put on my armor. Anything of note?”

“Sivaya will come with you for the initial measurements. Do return if you are assaulted by a whale-sized burrowing worm or anything similar. We can always consider another site.”

“If we do find something of the sort, Naminata will do her very best to kill it.”

“Then I wish you a good hunt. Remember, this is a scouting mission, nothing more.”

“Yes yes.”

I roll my eyes.

I soon find myself near a ritual spot, one that is eerily similar to the one I opened during the skeleton invasion, though Sivaya naturally improved it. Melusine, the Blue Court Princess and I pierce the veil easily. A wound in the world reveals the same drab desert I am used to, as well as forms like giant, jagged dark spikes jutting from the ground in the distance. Time to explore.

“Ladies and gentlemen, shall we?”


177. The Undead World 


The exploratory group walks into the dead world with care but without worry. All of us working together would be enough to topple a small nation, so I am not overly concerned, but it is the truth that our destination hosts strange creatures and that we had fatalities fighting off only a portion of the Last City’s skeleton mages. We need to keep our eyes open.

The landscape before us is both familiar and strange. The same bland, colorless desert of dust extends to equally bland mountains on the horizon. The air smells of little except brine, the explanation of which can be seen in shallow pools far to our right. The main point of interest stands around us, however. We have landed in a small depression surrounded on all sides by black monoliths jutting up for dozens of yards before retracting inward, their ends tapering into cracked spikes like the ribs of a fallen titan. A quick look reveals the faded remains of unknown glyphs. We have barely started to fan out when Jimena calls out.

“Hm, you may all want to see this.”

The Cadiz lady points at the back of the portal. At the edge of the circle, we find a skull. Or rather, the top of one, its sockets quarter-filled with sands. The two most striking details are its surface as it seems to be plated with gold or some similar metal, and its size.

“By the Watcher. The entire skeleton must be, err thirteen yards tall?” I hazard.

“Probably closer to eleven if you must use imperial units,” Constantine replies pompously, “the local natives are more squat than a regular human.”

“Really?” I ask.

“Yes. The scientific community even calls them Homo Alien as they believe them to be an entirely new hominid species.”

“Would you two please save the scholarly debate for later?” Jarek interrupts.

He goes for the skull and we follow. I would rather find out if it represents a danger sooner rather than later, especially because mana hounds will not fail to perceive our intrusion if there are any around. On cue, Adrien strides to the edge of the clearing for a better look while Sephare takes position behind us and next to Nami, the only master present. The seven of us eventually form a half circle around our findings when it becomes clear that we are not in immediate danger.

The skull is just that, a skull. I feel no aura from it. The surface intrigues me, however, as the metal plating shows fine lines engraved with what must have been painstaking patience.

“Perhaps the metal can be harvested? It could be valuable,” Sephare says.

“I would be interested in examining the spellwork first. This was clearly designed by magic users,” Constantine replies reproachfully.

I understand him. What do we care about a pile of gold when we are already wealthy? This new finding could revolutionize our understanding of magic, and possibly not in a way that would destroy the world! Truly, we might have found ourselves an unexpected treasure.

“Am I the only one who is concerned that we have faced skeleton mages and this is a giant skeleton… and possibly a mage?” Adrien asks.

“It has not moved so far…” Jimena says, unsure.

“Only one way to find out,” Jarek declares.

He takes a step forward. His armored gauntlet soul weapons materialize on his fists.

“Jarek?” I scream.

Constantine protests vehemently as well, undoubtedly out of fear the markings might get damaged. Nevertheless, Jarek punches down.

The skull shakes under the jab. Cracks expand over its surface, but not very far, merely the size of a large plate perhaps. I have seen Jarek pulverize rocks with that amount of power.

“The thing is quite durable.”

“What are you doing?” I hiss. “Remember your oath. I have not approved of attacking it!”

“You have not forbidden it either. Hmmm. It does seem dead.”

I open my mouth to argue that there is a difference between proactive thinking and recklessness, but I am interrupted by an earthquake. A very small, very localized earthquake. I shift to the side when ribs, actual ones plated in metal, breach the dusty earth. We all scatter except for Jarek who hammers them with limited results. A patella pierces next, followed by the whole leg.

“The Watcher dammit JAREEEEEEEK!” I say.

“At least we got the first hit in. What are you all waiting for?”

We all attack at once. Just as we expected, the creature proves incredibly resilient. Even repeated hits do little but open tiny crevices in its reflective surface. Jarek’s deafening blows prove the most effective at damaging it. I decide not to waste anymore time.

“Magna Arqa!”

No matter the circumstances, letting go will always feel amazing. The roots explode from the earth normally, wrapping around the skeleton’s leg and making it stumble. Constantine’s chains grab the other leg while another of Jarek’s fast series of strikes pushes it back, on its, well, pelvis. Despite this, the creature rises again until it towers above us.

“What monstrous strength,” Constantine remarks.

“Should we focus on its right leg?” I ask no one in particular. I already scratched it pretty well.

“You will notice that it is indeed eleven yards tall.”

“NOT NOW, SPEAKER!”

The massive skeleton does something and the world is drawn in…. but nothing happens to us. The same cannot be said about our equipment, however. I feel Aurora’s cold radiance diminish.

The skeleton bends forward and reaches for Sephare, who dodges with a curse. It is quite fast for a construct yet still pales in comparison to us. Despite that, our inability to hurt it means a stalemate. Uncaring for the growing network of rifts marring its surface, the giant swipes at Sephare, this time much, much faster. She still jumps over the blow. Then, the creature’s fingertips grow transparent as if clad in ghostly talons. It reaches down for a lost piece of metal on the ground. I recognize one of Sephare’s side weapons, a dagger of exquisite make.

It disintegrates.

“It’s starving. It will feed on our magical items!” I warn everyone.

Constantine already guessed it and forfeited his spells in favour of blows from his chain-like soul weapon. As for Sephare, the destruction of her blade sends her in a fury.

“Agh! This was a gift from… HOW DARE YOU, YOU OVERGROWN ANATOMICAL DISPLAY?”

She screams incoherently and attacks with utter savagery. I find it a little adorable, but cannot let myself be distracted too much. There are too many powerful fighters in a crowded space. We cannot use all of our strength. I decide to focus my effort on the same side Jarek and Constantine are attacking with my roots and Rose’s shredding edge. Despite the improvised nature of our team and the lack of room, we work together rather well.

“Magna Arqa!”

Adrien drags Sephare out of the way of the thing’s attacks by jumping at her from her own shadow. The creature appears to be at full speed now, and I assess that its claws destroy magic on contact. I would complain if I were not cheating in a similar fashion.

Finally, with our combined attacks focusing on its right leg, the wobbly tibia fractures to show actual bone and the fossilized marrow underneath. We jump on the weakness like wolves on a wounded stag. The creature kicks, which we avoid with ease. It opens wide its toothy maw.

The world shakes. Sand at my feet dance in strange patterns while my ears burn with a searing pain. I lose my sense of balance. My vision turns red. Pure instinct makes me raise more thorns to block a wide sweep from the skeleton. It tears off at least five of the trunk-sized offshoots. That thing is impossibly strong!

Around me, the others pick themselves up. They are all bleeding from their ears.

A pop and an itchy sensation let me know that I am already healed.

“Can we ward against screams, somehow?” I ask, attacking the leg again.

“WHAT?” Sephare answers.

“No magic will work against this thing, it will just consume it,” Constantine replies soberly.

The Aurora picks this moment to flicker.

“That thing is killing our gear!”

“It is of no use anyway,” Jarek replies, “Magna Arqa!”

Power fills him as he launches himself at the beast. He lands squarely on its ribcage and sends it crashing on the ground.

“Remove them! They will not save you if you get hit! Go!”

He is right. One glancing blow from those talons and the armor will simply be gone, as well as whatever part of us it touches. It serves no purpose. I race away with the others except Jarek and Nami. The shameless woman simply tears off her light armor and sends it flying far in the distance. She now fights in the state of nature, smiling all the way. Ah well.

“Wait, the portal is closed?” I exclaim.

“I told them to close it for ten minutes. Security protocol in case we meet more than mana hounds, remember?” Adrien retorts reproachfully.

Ah, right. I insisted on it too.

“I had not seen you do it.”

“All of you were obsessed with hitting that thing, you battle maniacs. Nobody cares about the plan, ever,” he grumbles. The sourpuss. 

We run at full speed for a few seconds until the depression is far behind us and the Aurora’s power picks back up. A signal, and we all drop our belongings where they are, leaving only the under armor and our soul weapons. I end up in a gambeson with — and may my papa forgive me — trousers.

“Ariane, you think this creature is one of the skeleton mages?” Jimena suddenly asks.

“Undoubtedly, but it is obviously quite mad. Perhaps it starved?”

“Would you say it participated in the destruction of this world?”

“I am certain of it.”

“Me too.”

Jimena accelerates and points her sinuous sword at the large skeleton.

“I JUDGE YOU GUILTY! Magna Arqa!”

Vast wings of purple light grow from her shoulders and she positively flies at the creature’s head.

Her power shifts the balance of the local place. I can feel it. In the thin fabric of this world where reality was pierced before, our combined essence calls it. It draws itself forward across unimaginable distance.

On the horizon, the eye of the Watcher opens. Its black slitted pupil narrows and lands on us.

The time has come to leave a good impression.

Our assault redoubles and one last hook from Jarek cracks the bone. The skeleton tilts to the side and falls once more. This time, it will not rise again. The foot is severed. It opens its mouth and screams again. I do not even bother to block my ears, fully expecting the blaring sound to send me to the ground, bleeding, except it does not. A pure, clear note impossibly blocks it in.

Nami laughs, and laughs. Confused, the maddened creature screams again and again, Nami twirls her spear then sings. The world takes a purple shade.

She starts to dance. A ghostly music covers the monster’s impotent noise with drums and flutes. Nami sings still, then she pauses and looks at me.

“Pants, cupcake? How scandalous!”

“YOU ARE ONE TO TALK!”

But Nami does not care. She keeps dancing with the beat and I cannot stop myself from joining her as her eyes turn purple and feline as well.

“Magna Arqa!”

The fight becomes a dance. We strike with the tune and dodge with graceful steps. Our attacks beat a staccato on the beleaguered monster. I sway my hips suggestively.

“Is this really necessary?” I complain.

“Just relax, treacle pie, go with the flow!”

It takes a long time for us to detach the skull from its neck, but with its yells silenced and its patterns known, the skeleton no longer stand a chance. Nami’s strange power forces me to be more predictable, yet at the same it enhances our coordination. Our range means that I can cover Jarek while Constantine covers Adrien. Nami forms a deadly trio with Sephare and Jimena, their attacks concentrated on a single vertebra. Going with the flow proves extremely easy while even thinking of resisting it hampers my movement. A vexing yet interesting development.

Finally, the titan collapses into true death this time, and we are left waiting to see if it will explode or some equally distasteful last gesture of spite. Fortunately, no such thing happens. We find ourselves in the possession of the largest pile of metal-plated bones in history.

I jump on Nami.

“Congratulations on your ascension!”

All of us greet the latest vampire to join our hallowed ranks, though she merely hums and smiles, then, without warning she grabs Jarek and Sephare before aiming for the slowly reopening portal.

“Ah. She is going to celebrate,” Constantine remarks.

I glare at him. A bit crass.

“Do not look at me that way, Ariane, you should know that I do not enjoy intimacy of any sort.”

“Do not flatter yourself! The only intimacy you will get from me is—”

“When you shove that sword somewhere tender, yes, I know, I know,” Constantine replies with a look of supreme boredom. “If you really want the throne, I might give it to you.”

I freeze at that and look at the Speaker, confused.

“You would?”

“Do you have any idea how much effort I spend every night regulating petty conflicts and signing things so that we remain the Accords and not some squabbling confederation of bloodthirsty old monsters? No one, not even I, have the power to put the likes of Jarek or even you in line. It would take the likes of your sire and nobody would benefit, but I digress. Spend a week shadowing me and we will see if you truly have the stomach for it. You know enough by now that it should benefit you.”

“If nothing else, you have my curiosity. Right. In any case, we should recover our gear quickly.”

“Hm? Oh.”

Constantine finally notices the approaching horde of mana hounds backed by their monstrous brood-mothers and swarms of flying drones. The land is not quite purple, but it certainly is more colorful than it used to be. We quickly put on our armor and recover our weapons. Thankfully, whatever damage the creature did does not appear to be permanent.

“Did those three just leave us all the work so they could engage in coitus?” the Speaker complains.

“Well, yes. To be fair, Nami’s situation is a once in a second life-time experience and we would have refused anyway. I do not do groups.”

Constantine blinks and turns to Adrien, as if seeking confirmation that this was normal. The Roland lord misunderstands his meaning.

“I do not mix combat and pleasure,” he explains.

“Aintza has all of my heart,” Jimena says in turn

“Oh, reinforcements!” I exclaim to lift the decidedly awkward direction this conversation has followed.

Said reinforcement are the Illinois vampires, Urchin, John, Melusine, and Phineas. The fire mage seems protective of the fallen knight, which I can understand since he was still far from deadly when we escaped Europe together.

“Did you not have more Courtiers?” I ask the prickly redhead.

“They are not ready, you bull-headed barbarian.”

“I was not ready when I escaped your clutches. Those sound like excuses to me.”

“We cannot all improve our strength by traveling the land and eating its people, you juice-brained slurper.”

“Is it jealousy I hear from my lesser, Master Melusine?”

“Yes yes, enjoy being a lady through power because it would never have been by your manners. Speaking of dignity, Isaac of the Rosenthal has sent a package for you.”

“Oh?”

John fetches it. At first, it looks like a sealed sarcophagus and quite heavy to boot, but as soon as I read the message attached to it, I know I was mistaken.

“My dear Ariane,

As you expected, I cannot assist you since the Rosenthal enforce a strict neutrality policy. We cannot involve ourselves in matters that involve two or more factions, as your current project does. Nevertheless, nothing says that I cannot hurry along the secure transfer of some mail orders, so to speak. I wish you the best of luck in your endeavor.

Yours sincerely,

Isaac.”

Curious. The envelope contains another letter, this one in Loth’s familiar script.

“Lass.

I finally refined and finished our little project. Gatling might be a smart lad but I’m an efficient one. The handle and firing mechanisms are isolated against temperature changes. I added silver bullets for your immediate enjoyment.

Have fun.

Loth.”

Ooooh yes!

[image: Shape  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

The hound cleanup takes all of two hours but is otherwise uneventful. Regular castings lure the attention of the beasts away from the portal. Constantine also successfully altered his chains so they would not snap immediately under the anti-magic effect of the disgusting creatures. I believe his inability to act against the skeleton must have frustrated him, because the ensuing rampage is quite spectacular.

Loth’s weapon turns out to be a portable machine gun with a shortened muzzle and a higher rate of fire. It takes me a bit of effort to get used to the weight, and also to realize that I need a small moment to dig my feet in so I can compensate for its tremendous recoil. I wonder if I could use a hydraulic shock absorber in a portable weapon but it will have to be a consideration for later. After a quick test, I am forced to switch to Rose because of the lack of ammunition. It was fun while it lasted.

With the land under our control, we spend some time clearing the corpses, gathering them in a mound a distance later which I propose to set on fire. Unfortunately, my proposal is refused on account of the inevitable plume of smoke it would create in this otherwise cloudless land.

“We are half a planet away from the last city,” Sivaya explains. “The gate spells link loci that are only related to true distances, not bound.”

“What she means to say is that the distance between two portals on earth and the same two portals here would be different but not so much that it would make portal-based movement very attractive,” Sinead explains.

“So we should have no interference from the Last City,” I reply.

“There is no evidence that they are, in fact, the Last City. That was my actual point,”

Sivaya continues. “The present skeleton proves that this world is rife with old dangers and ancient traps. We must remain cautious.”

“Very well.”

A large number of mages come through the gate including Ricardo, the man I saved in Alexandria and had forgotten since then. It feels strange to see so many old faces, and I am reminded that our current task is the result of years of effort and resource-gathering from everyone involved. When I told my allies I had been part of the conspiracy for seventy years, it was an approximation. I was more a willing and constant ally ready to provide support whenever needed but otherwise busy pursuing my own interests. Only now do I realize the extent of efforts invested in the liberation when dozens of Fae join our encampment as it transforms into a Star Fort. They immediately get to work casting, enchanting, and reinforcing our defenses under the watchful yet respectful gaze of the Accords and our human guards. Our numbers swell to hundreds, forcing me to increase the delivery of food and other necessities. Although I am concerned about operational security, there is little I can do beyond increasing patrols and traps. Fortunately, the Fae rise to the occasion once more and I successfully intercept a Mask spy before she can find out more about our project.

“This is not especially alarming,” Constantine says as we are gathered inside of the Star Fort one evening. “Few factions would fail to identify that we are working on a major project, but so far they must not know what or they would have tried to intervene. Your warning about the Amaretta seer is concerning, however. Although we are moving at great speed, I am concerned that we may be found out too soon.”

Sivaya lifts a dainty hand to speak. Her elfin features show more confidence since Constantine has taken a serious interest in her and her research. Honestly, I would be concerned if I were Sinead, intimacy or not, but the Likaeans are much less exclusive than we are.

“The manipulation of fate is more the domain of my father, however, if I would hazard a guess, I would say that the trigger will be the start of the ritual which will take three days to complete. My understanding is that our foes could reach us before we are done.”

“It would cost them many resources and probably leave them with no avenue of retreat, but perhaps, yes,” Sephare confirms.

“If that is the case we can delay the trigger until our defenses are complete.”

“Will you call upon your allies?” Adrien asks.

I shake my head.

“If we face any serious opposition, it will be vampires and for one night only. I see no other way for them to react. Any mage or werewolf deployed to face a host of lords and ladies at night will only be wasted.”

The others agree with me, and our work continues.
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Over the month of March 1871, we finish the Star Fort around the permanent portal. The loyal workers are returned to Marquette and the other surrounding villages they came from with the expectation that informers will get at them. Fortunately, none of the mortals present saw the portal open or, indeed, recognize the Likaeans for what they were since their existence has always been kept a secret. We begin working on the necessary elements of the rituals, firstly by deploying a magic-blocking seal. Sivaya explains its purpose while we use basic spells to flatten the ground around the ribcage-like structure.

“The dead world drinks magic like starving land drinks rain. I suspect it might live again but not easily, and especially not with the power we possess here. Our first order of business is to keep the spent energy inside. It will serve a double purpose by also protecting us from detection and questing hounds.”

“Will the ribcage not affect us?” I ask as I work.

“I examined the mark and believe that it was used to create one of those skeleton mages you speak of, and that we call liches.”

“Wait. You have seen this process before?”

Sivaya nods.

“It is an inefficient technique that mortal species can resort to if they wish to fend off the end of their natural lifespan. The spells I know require objects of great vitality, but the people here used the essence of their own planets. Such shortsightedness can unfortunately be found regularly among the more ambitious species. In any case, the ritual dug a deep wound in the fabric of reality which will serve our purpose well. The ribcages are inert now, their purpose fulfilled. I suppose it could be used as a focus in certain rituals, but it would be used for what it represents and not as an active ingredient. We are safe.”

Well, she is the expert.

Once the ground is flattened, Sivaya and a few others harden it until it has the resistance and consistency of stone, then trace an intricate network of glyphs in a large circular band around what I suspect will be the heart of the ritual. They use strange tools that emit a blue flame to dig. Physically imposing Likaeans then fill the grooves with an alloy molten in an engraved furnace that I suspect might be electrum. I dare not think how many rich widows Sinead seduced out of their savings to achieve this level of financial liquidity.

Curious, I ask him when we take a break. We have installed a massive tent at the edge of the working place with sentries all around. Guarding the unmoving dust desert has to be one of the most boring tasks in existence. One might as well watch wallpaper dry.

“So, how many banks have you robbed to afford that much electrum?”

“Many, but not the way you think. I took some loans.”

“You intend to dodge repaying those by escaping to a new dimension?” I gasp.

“You have to admire the elegance of the solution. Do not be afraid, I mostly scammed banks tightly linked to the Rosenthal and other vampire organizations.”

“You have defrauded vampires.”

“‘Tis only fair,” he replies with a shrug. “Our liquidity for their liquidity, thank you.”

I hear an edge under the joke but do not remark on it. Sinead is nervous. I can feel it in the most minute variations of his colorful aura, in the way he has stopped lounging. The Prince of Summer is afraid. Too much hangs in the balance.

Uncharacteristically, I grab his shoulder and massage it a little bit in what must be a brazen display.

I have not been tactile, not since I was changed. Vampires hate being touched. Any unsolicited stimulus tends to trigger extreme responses while we rely much more on our sense of smell. Sinead feels how much it cost for me to bare myself emotionally, somehow. His smile softens until it feels genuine to my less sophisticated social perception. His hand squeezes mine once, softly. He is quite warm and smells of the sun on fresh linen.

Gah, I wish I fancied him less.

Sinead sighs deeply. Tension leaves his dancer’s frame. When he looks at me, the intensity of his gaze reveals that this will be one of his few serious moments.

“You have helped me so much Ariane. This liberation, this return home, it means more than you could possibly imagine. We had no hope, no hope at all, but you gave us some. You freed me. You freed Sivaya. You found us Ricardo and saved us years of research. We are building a fragile edifice made of a hundred machinations and much of it rested on your shoulders, and you have never failed us. You cannot possibly imagine the impact your actions will have. And do not pretend that you did it out of self-interest. We both know that the debt I incurred cannot be repaid with all the gold of your world. Freedom, Ariane, is priceless. If we achieve success, I promise to make sure that your altruism is rewarded, the spheres know you will need some help. And I will never forget what you did.”

“Well,” I retort, suddenly embarrassed, “I think freedom is priceless too.”

Well done, Ariane, very smooth. Eighty years alive and that is all you come up with. Truly, what is left unspoken weighs heavily on my mind. Sinead and I have made no real secret of our mutual attraction, merely skirting the issue since we could not even kiss without me feeling an overwhelming urge to kill him. I would not accept to be bound just to enjoy intimacy either, never again, not even with someone I trust. We are at an impasse. And he is leaving, possibly forever.

Perhaps there will be a time when our worlds finally align, but I know that we will have met our end before that one way or another. There is a non-negligible chance that the earth he finds will be under the thumb of Nirari, meaning that I will be dead. It all feels so far away. There could be centuries, millennia before we could meet again. We do not grow old but we grow… tired. I know some have fallen into slumber. It could happen to me too. Despite all of this, we have not broached the subject and I dare not address it lest we are distracted from the more immediate matter. This is the endgame for the Fae. Soon, the vampire world will realize that they do not just face serious opposition from the species, they also gathered allies and are capable of freeing their kin. We only get one opportunity to succeed before many doors close to us. I cannot lose sight of the goal, no matter how meaningful his absence would be.

With the first circle finished, work continues unabated. Many of the vampires including myself spend daylight hours in the dead world rather than the confines of the Star Fort with no negative side-effects beyond the vague impression that those are poor hunting grounds. The lack of background life would render us insane in short order if we were isolated, but it is, for now, compensated by the strange impression of being out under the sun. The local pale light shyly piercing through the eternal cloud cover does not trigger any of our fears in a curious phenomenon none of us can quite explain. Regardless, I would not want to live here.

As the hour draws closer, I spend more and more time imagining the world beyond the portal. In retrospect, this should have raised an obvious question but it is John who asks it.

“Will you go through the portal, Miss Ari?”

“The portal? To the Likaean worlds?”

“Yes. If you go, he will not come after you.”

I will be able to live free of Nirari until I die or until he annoys a Likaean king and loses his life in the process.

“You are right of course but… I cannot. Earth is still my world. Perhaps, one day, I may leave it, but not while it teeters on the edge of the abyss. I would never be able to forget the ongoing conflict. It would weigh me too heavily. Besides, would everyone I care about leave with me?”

“I would,” John replies, “but Jimena would not. And you would not leave her to die.”

“Indeed not.”

John nods and, for him, this concludes the discussion. His trust and certitude ground me.
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The middle of March brings us more news. A sudden war triggered between France and Prussia ended in the quick and total destruction of the French army and the creation of the German empire. Much to the general surprise, we learn that vampires from the middle faction, the Brotherhood, have been granted titles of nobility while mages are hired in legal positions. As for France, a grassroot movement installs a socialist regime in Paris while the republican government in Versailles is attempting to negotiate, the cause of their sudden tolerance being their lack of trust in the army. Many free spellcasters have joined the ranks of those they call the communards. For the first time in history, magic has made an open impact on the side of the leaders.

The second surprise comes from Mask’s own defeat. Despite striking the first blow, a sudden and temporary alliance between Eneru and the Brotherhood, as well as the absence of some of their best fighters, have left Bertrand and his tactician Orpheus completely overwhelmed. We fail to learn much on the exact course of the conflict, only that Mask is currently in disarray. I fear their reversal of fortune might lead them to desperate measures concerning the incoming war. The stakes are now even greater.

The Fae finish the construct on the seventeenth, right on schedule. We all stand witness to a spellwork as large as three tennis courts engraved on petrified earth with molten electrum. It is a sublime work of arcane knowledge and craftsmanship. Even Constantine is impressed by the displayed precision and dedication. The secondary stones are charged. The main stone is at full power. The only thing left is to place the focus and start, but the Likaeans request a break to recover, one I grant and that we spend exploring and hunting.

Two days later, Sinead gathers all of us. Ranks of loyal mages of the Red Cabal and Fae of all origins stand shoulder to shoulder with us. On top of the previous lords, we are also joined by Lord Suarez of the Cadiz for the defense, Adrien’s twin Adam, and Islaev, Jarek’s second. The number of warlords and ladies present eclipses all but the most determined war parties.

Despite our presence, the Prince of Summer shows no trace of fear when he faces us, the men and women who will bring his people home.

“Welcome, everyone, to the second most important magical event of this century,” he starts in English.

A few of us smile. Everyone who matters knows that Semiramis’ work set the foundation for what we will soon attempt.

“This tent behind me doesn’t look like much, yet now it is the headquarters of the most culturally and ethnically diverse group of beings your planet has ever known. We have mundane humans, mages, and vampires. We have Fae from the diminutive eye hunters of the Court of Wings and Keyholes to the giants of the Court of Stones. A hundred courts from dozens of worlds have lost themselves here and have or will join our numbers. Why, we are only missing the werewolves.”

“I could always use a snack,” Islaev grumbles, causing a few nervous laughs.

“And yet, we are still working together towards a singular purpose, but we have a flaw, a fatal flaw that could cause our demise in our hour of need.”

Sinead leans forward, stealing our attention with a conspiratorial wink.

“We are here for different reasons. We have not aligned.”

He stands back up and paces before us.

“Now I know that oaths bind all of us, not just you my fellow Likaeans but also those who could have been our jailors! But oaths can only force us to comply. It is not obligation that will push us to our limits, that will burn away the debris of our indecision until we fight, reborn in our finest hour, oh no! We will need more than this to triumph, because at the end of the day we are not evacuating, we are not depriving enemies of their magical juice. We are doing nothing short but achieving the most daring, the most audacious breakout in the history of this world and beyond! We are stealing an entire species. What bards will not envy us this moment? What seeker of adventure will look us in the eye and claim they would not have wished to be here?”

I think Naminata would spontaneously burst if she could. Sinead turns and spreads his hand like an entertainer

“Panache, ladies and gentlemen. Panache will bind us in that noble endeavor. There are no stories like the one we write now, no achievements like the one we shall claim, and it is you, all of you, who are the actors and architects of this masterful play. So stand straight and laugh, channel the powers of the arcane with mirth in your breasts, face your enemies with a smile on your lips, because when this is done, no matter what, we will be legends. The ritual starts tomorrow and will culminate on the night of the spring equinox, following which we will be free or dead. May the fates smile upon us all. Dismissed.”


178. Heist of the Millennium 


Power feeds into the construct from four cardinal points. Sinead and Sivaya stand in the innermost circle where they will stay for three days until the ritual is complete, hands linked in symbolic union. Other Fae and powerful mages like Ollie line the middle circle. We will be able to come and go thanks to the ritual’s extraordinary flexibility, so long as enough people remain to assist at any point. From behind Sinead, the first stone burns the yellow gold of August noon. Crimson red bleeds from the second one, clockwise, while the stone behind Sivaya radiates a polar blue. The last one pulses green and verdant like a dewy May lawn. Between the encircled arms of the royal couple, the last and largest shines a terrible white so intense it casts shadows behind the outpost’s tent. The last parts of the construct are the chalice at the edge behind the autumn stone, and an arched gate behind the spring one, currently empty. To goodbyes and new beginnings, I suppose.

I will take part in the ritual as the mage closest to the winter gate due to my new affinity. The Fae to my left and right taste of darkness and cold, but not yet the ravenous claws of winter itself. I pride myself in my raw power if not in my control, yet the energies deployed here surpass all but Semiramis’ ritual, and we are just getting started.

Slowly, the outer circle’s electrum turns an intense silver, then the power slowly fills the delicate engravings going inward. When it reaches me, I feel a pull and allow my aura to feed into the ritual, contributing to it yet also directing the energies to grant them meaning. One by one, the others join me until the last inner circle ignites in turn and we are set, or that is what I believe.

Instead, the power keeps increasing. If the spell were to destabilize now, the resulting explosion could be seen from the horizon, but it will not. Sivaya’s weave is a thing of beauty, an exquisite system built with fail safes and redundancy to satisfy the most paranoid of mages. It gorges on our combined power and the energy stored in the stones until the combined auras give me a sense of vertigo. Only after the inner circle glows incandescent does the royal couple speak in Likaean. Even though it is the language of adults, the meaning is so clear that I have no difficulty following it.

“We call upon you,” they say, “we summon you here. Wanderers, return to us and find your path. Warriors, return to challenge us if you dare. Prisoners, return to find your freedom. We call upon you. Return to us. Return to us.”

Even I feel a tug, the power of which would steal my breath if I had one. The call they make is so compelling and so strong that even I, an outsider, feel its pull to the bottom of my essence. Sinead and Sivaya draw on the bonds of kinship and shared legacy, but also their shared suffering and their longing for acceptance as who they are. The sky above the inner circle changes, images manifesting almost too fast to see. Golden halls filled with lifelike statues alternate with vertiginous spires over a frigid lake, then gloomy caves lit by strange mushrooms where dwellers sleep forever. A forest of nets and webs where small winged beings flutter gives way to fiery cliffs dripping molten rocks, thick and bubbling. A still forest. A lush jungle made of dancing, singing plants. A monumental tree. A palace bathed by moonlight. The colors swirl in an ethereal mirage until it merges into an ocean of possibilities and landscapes of the mind, the true soul of the Fae spheres.

“Return to us. NOW.”

A woman appears in the air with a loud pop and falls with a yelp. She is dressed in a strict brown dress, but her matronly traits shift as I watch. Her nose grows very long and pointy and her chin expands, square and stubborn. Her entire eyes shift to a warm brown.

She stands up with a huff and walks out with dignity towards the outer circle where she stands, aligned with the spring stone.

Another pop. A child-like Likaean falls on his butt with a complaint, but he soon walks behind the autumn gem. A tall, powerfully-built woman appears and almost collapses, but she grits her teeth and goes to stand behind summer. A shadowy fellow in a shift bites back a sob then crawls behind me. Blood drips from thin air into the chalice. I feel giddy. By the Watcher, this was the first prisoner. We are doing it. We are stealing the Likaeans!

More and more join us, in all shapes and forms. Most of them appear to be in proper shape with few exceptions, and I assume that those are the most geographically close and thus not the result of centuries of systematic hunting. They appear with regularity, maybe one every three minutes or so, yet the ritual never falters despite its expenditure. Instead, it grows in power with every new addition. The summoned Fae flock around the circle in an eclectic mix of features and clothes, of moods as well. I recognize a winter fellow, his teeth still stained with fresh blood and he waves a bone club at Sinead with the promise of violence. Nevertheless, he, too, joins the circle. We are a court, I realize. This is the first and hopefully last gathering of the Earth Court. The Court of Exiles.

As soon as the thought crosses my mind, the winter Fae by my side smiles and gives me a crazed glare of agreement.

“Yes. The Court of Exiles. It will do, for now.”

The power increases yet again until it grows absolutely overwhelming. The Likaeans will answer. Nothing, no chain or enchantments will hold them back. The summoning may be slow, but it is the slowness of the changing of season: no less inevitable for its tectonic pace. At some point, some of the mages and Fae switch position between circles to rest and recover in the adjoining tent. I also give way to the winter Fae as dawn approaches, and when I walk out, the dizzying switch that comes with leaving the spell’s embrace makes me lose my footing. Suddenly, the delicious scent of potent essence replaces my serenity with a dull ache. I stand in the richest hunting environment I have ever been in. The number of Fae present is close to two hundred, and many more will join us before this is over.

I also realize that many of the Likaeans were never prisoners of the vampires. Of course, we control only a fraction of mankind’s domain and it makes sense that the lost Fae would appear in random places when they first fall through. I wonder if we lost some to the seas, or to the unforgiving temperatures of the poles. Bah, the dawn is robbing me of my focus even on this side of the gate. I decide to return to our earth’s Star Fort and fall to slumber in my sarcophagus.

I wake up in the early afternoon, excited and worried. A quick check with sentries confirms what my instincts and the Dvor essence tells me: nothing untoward happened on my land while I slept. I wash and dress in the gambeson I wear under my armor anyway. I quickly walk into the dead world to find that the ritual is still on course, but that the main tent has been joined by a smattering of smaller ones. Likaeans are resting and in some cases engaging in coitus within their confines. Smoke and the smell of food come in wafts from a central pavilion. Constantine hails me from a corner where he holds council with Likaeans I have never seen.

“Ah, Ariane, you are here,” he says in English. “Those are Tourneas and Secluded-Black-Sand-Beach.”

The Speaker waves at a man who shares Sivaya’s elfin traits, and a woman with thin scales seemingly drawn on her skin.

“They will manage the encampment while the ritual is in progress. You can rely on them if there are any issues,” he explains in English.

“There were issues?” I ask.

“Court of Shadows and Court of Stones have old feuds,” the woman whispers with a singsong tone in Child Likaean.

“Old enmities should be on hold,” the man answers in chiding English, “but one can never be too careful. I have experience as a Master of Ceremonies. I am aware of conflicts both current and past.”

He sighs.

“Relatively current, in any case. I am also aware of debts,” he finishes, meeting my gaze. “You have our thanks. Will you join the circle again?”

“I prefer to wait until nightfall, unless my presence is required.”

“We have enough representatives for all sides now. Perhaps you should save your strength.”

“I agree,” Constantine continues, “Melusine used a beacon to confirm what I thought. The signature of the spell can be felt by mages, even those who are not fully trained.”

“How far?” I ask, though I doubt he knows.

“Everywhere, Ariane. The entire planet knows that we are doing… something. The Amaretta seers know exactly what we have been up to for at least a day now.”

“Here is to hope they will not have the time to react.”

“Regarding that, I forgot to mention it but Mask declared war on us. Ambassador Madrigal delivered the scroll yesterday to the Boston fortress. Wilhelm just notified me by spell.”

“Good, we will not have to parlay if they deign to visit.”

“Are you going to make a quip about southern hospitality?”

“Oh, hush,” I tell the Speaker.

We fall silent and pretend very hard that the ritual does not occupy our mind. Vampires come and go under the wary gaze of the gathered Likaeans. The freshly released captives in particular appear leery of us. Our gathering soon turns into a unique mix of nervous excitement and impatient wait, reminding me of Christmas Eve as a child. I find myself inspecting my nails while, a few paces away, history writes itself.

Soon enough, night falls. All the vampires breathe deeply at the same time. Urchin smoothly transitions from juggling coins to juggling knives under the amused gaze of some of our guests. Meanwhile, the tent gathering has grown to a festival. Music and dances fill the air for the first time in what must be forever in the dead world. Wine flows, and the cooks work overtime to sate those who catch a rest between casting sessions. In the innermost circle, Sivaya and Sinead have almost disappeared from view under the torrentuous flow of combined auras. I only catch flickers of their intertwined arms and the central stone overhead. Their indomitable will still calls more of their kin, and still more heed their call.

Unfortunately, my excitement gives way to concern, then to dread. The Likaeans still work towards their freedom and the spell shows no signs of being destabilized. No, the cause of my worries must be something else, but what? I close my eyes and realize that the Dvor essence in me warns me of something.

It should not be possible, and yet…

No, my instincts have never failed me. I rush to Constantine and signal.

“We have incoming hostiles.”

“Now?” he calmly asks.

“Now.”

“Gather everyone around the chalice.”

A quick surge of my aura and the vampires join us. It takes a few more seconds to wait for those who were standing vigil earthside, but eventually we all form a circle around the chalice. Even now, the enticing fragrance of Fae blood lures us. The Fae keep a respectful distance.

“Ariane, would you like a word?” Constantine offers.

“Right. I do not know how but vampires are coming and they will be here soon. My instincts tell me they are intruders. My dear accomplices in crime, I formally invite you to the greatest Hunt that can ever be, that of our kin. Ladies and gentlemen, a toast!”

John distributes tiny golden goblets. In turn, each of us approaches the chalice to harvest a tiny amount of mixed essence. I can taste the tension as everyone wants to drink it dry, and damn the others. John stoically retrieves his own after I confirm he is allowed. Urchin falters and stumbles, but with a supreme effort of will, he manages to return to his position without indulging. I nod in open appreciation, congratulating him before the lords for his restraint.

Soon enough, we are all gathered. Melusine is the only Master while Urchin and John, the only Courtiers. The two of them will remain behind while Melusine’s powerful magic can still make her useful. I raise my glass and declare with more confidence than I feel.

“Fellow warriors, to victory, freedom, and glory eternal!”

“Hear hear.”

I bring the lid to my mouth and drink deep.

CONFUSED.

I stumble, drowned by the recollection of so many different essences mixed together. The torrent of vitality floods my mind but destabilizes it, at first. Then, slowly, they coalesce at the most basic level to speak of only one concept, the only common ground shared by the diverse people that contributed.

Home.

I flare, I explode. There is so much of it that I cannot control it all. I tilt my head back and enjoy the tidal wave of energy. For one moment, I float in a sea of plenitude because the Thirst is gone, silent for the rest of the night.

Ah, yessssss! So much life, so much spirit. Such a powerful, delicious, delectable drive. What a rush. What an ecstasy! MORE. No, no more. That is more than enough to regrow a hundred limbs.

I am so very alive I could make my heart beat until dawn just for the sake of it. I could let a light blush linger on my cheeks, and breathe a thousand times. So that is what it feels to feed on the gratitude of so many supplicants at a crucial point of their life? I luxuriate in the feeling even as I know I will never experience it again.

I open my eyes to find that the others, too, are transfixed by the experience. Urchin is crying, while John has a knee on the ground and moves his lips in silent declamation. The lords and ladies stand like frozen statues, enjoying the experience. I am, curiously, the second to snap out of contemplation after Nami, who is frantically taking notes on a journal. We silently wait until the last of us recovers, then Constantine clears his throat.

“I believe some experiences speak for themselves. Let us gear up and regroup at the gates.”

We rush to our own personal quarters. I put on the Aurora and pick my newest gun as well. I wish I could bring a utility belt for shield breakers and other toys, but alas, I have not managed to design one that would not bring its share of complications. It should not matter with how many lords and ladies backed by a progenitor we have.

In short order, we fan out of the Star Fort’s entrance. The access will be blocked by heavy gates, while the defenses remain unmanned. At night, any mortal taking a defensive position among the fortifications will just be that much more collateral damage. Only we matter.

“We will adopt formation three,” Jarek says, “but Ariane and I will switch positions.”

It means a defensive formation where I take point, the best one under the circumstances. Once we are ready, I do not move.

“No need for us to go to them. They will come to us,” I explain.

“Well, less walking,” Islaev grumbles before squatting, one hand going over his bald skull.

I am tempted to start a Hunt despite my lack of Thirst, but whatever advantage we would gain cannot offset our doom if it turns out we are outnumbered. Here, we still have the luxury of withdrawing within the fort and forcing a chokehold battle through the gate. Out there, anything goes. I would also not want to leave the fort itself undefended. And so, we wait.

The sensation of violation increases, one that annoys more than it hurts. Someone has entered my land without my leave. They intend to stop me. That will not do at all, oh no, and with the strength flowing through my veins, it will take quite a lot to stop us. My main concern would be the timing. Anyone who was aware of our project would have attacked on the first night to guarantee many captures. They would have waited until we were committed, then struck. Those that were warned by the spell’s aura and ferreted out its location with the help of the Amaretta or some other information dealer would need time to mobilize. Only the Mask vampires in Mexico could have reacted that fast, and even then it would take them at least two nights to find us if the stars aligned, given the distance and their complete lack of preparations. Even then, only their powerhouses with access to entomb spells could possibly survive the trip. What happened? I shall have an answer soon.

The intrusion gnaws at the back of my mind like a hound gnawing on a bone, but I have not come this far to succumb to my instincts, even as they scream at me to come out and track my foes. A patient huntress knows when to wait. And so we do, in perfect silence.

And they come to us.

The first one to emerge from the thick forest surrounding the camp on all sides provides both an answer and a daunting warning. I should have expected it. I really should have. Of course, there are warrens that allow one to move quickly from one corner of the world to the other. I knew it. I even walked them. And of course, my sire found them.

My only saving grace is that it is his servant who guides our enemies to my doorstep. Naturally, Nirari himself is no one’s errand boy, but it seems he is not above renting out his minion’s services. I only wish I had been wiser. Semiramis picked this spot for her ritual, and she has linked many of her bases to her network of space-bending passages. It stands to reason that an entrance would be nearby. I hope this oversight does not cost me dearly.

Malakim smiles uncaringly when he sees me. He wears no visible armor, though I know he is entrapped in one close to his skin. The ones who follow him do, however, but they do not share his mirth.

The first to appear is Martha, without her human mages this time. The powerful Lancaster mage steps forward with a confidence she might not be feeling, followed by a flock of masters. Andre and Vincent, the twins who stabbed me in France, are with her, as well as Jean-Baptiste, the scythe user who guided me through the Parisian catacombs. Truly, this exemplifies the nature of our conflict. Yesterday, we had courteous discussions. Today, we meet in the field of battle and tomorrow, if everything goes well, we will party together again.

“Evening, sister. I am delighted to see that your habit of reaching beyond your station has caused yet another amusing development. Our dear father sends his regards, by the way. I think he is impressed,” Malakim begins.

“I am ecstatic,” I reply in a flat tone.

“And a lady now. This brings our little family to four monsters. Perhaps I should query our sire to add another sister. What do you say?”

“That is quite enough, thank you,” Martha interrupts.

She inspects us while we stand. I have no issues taking my time. There are more and more masters deploying around her in a half-circle, clad in elaborate armors and grasping a plethora of weapons. They also happen to be in range.

“We will be taking the second part of the contract, thank you,” Martha continues.

“So soon?” Malakim asks with mock disbelief, and Martha bares her fangs. He certainly has a gift for getting under everyone’s skin.

“It appears that I must leave you for now, sister dear, but I promise you that we will meet again promptly.”

I ignore him as he departs without a word. It seems that there will be no confrontation tonight, yet his tone indicates that we will face each other, perhaps before the ritual is done. Did Mask retain the services of Malakim as a warrior? They must be mad.

Martha and I glare at each other. It flatters me that the one who so casually threw me around during the last conflict now considers me with wariness. It also flatters me that she would naturally regard me as the ringleader, instead of discarding me to address Constantine.

Yes, it was all me.

“I suppose I cannot convince you of the madness of your project. You would weaken us all as a species.”

“On the contrary, I have never felt so powerful,” I reply amicably.

“You are playing with powers you cannot possibly understand, child.”

Oh no she didn’t.

“It is because I understand those powers that I am freeing them, before their relatives realize what happened and come seeking vengeance,” I spit. “Do not speak to me of seeking common ground. We both know why Jean-Baptiste and the twins are here.”

“This is bigger than even our conflict. Do you realize what you are doing? You will deny us Fae blood?”

I give her a fanged, Devourer smile.

“Then you will have to hunt.”

“You are mad.”

“And you see nothing past your own self-interest. What is the point of living forever if you cannot accomplish great things? I am liberating a species tonight, Martha. What have you ever accomplished that could compare to that?”

“You have not succeeded yet.”

“Then stop me if you can. This is the eternal game, Martha, but you are one turn late.”

The canny lady lifts her gauntlet and immediately casts an inferno spell.

I have been expecting it, of course. Her essence spoke of embers while we talked, a sure sign that she was preparing her opening move. I am ready. 

The Polaris spell I obtained did not work for me. It carries the cold affinity of its creator, a human Archmage named Frost. His understanding of the cold is different from mine. He saw it as crisp and refreshing, icicles hanging from branches in the morning light like so many decorations, crystalline sculptures shimmering blue. His air is pure. Mine is unbreathable. To me, the cold is the infinite vista of the far north expanding to unfathomable distances where nothing survives. It is dark, the wind howls, and the only vibrant movements come from the aurora borealis dancing above my head, as alien as the star and just as unreachable. The Winter Court showed me the end and now I will share its strange allure with her too.

“Polar Midnight.”

Just like our spells, the opposing forces crash into each other. Constantine’s chains break the masters as they align around us at optimal distance. The two sides collapse against each other with a blinding display of magic and battle prowess. As for me, I pour the limitless power running through me into the winter construct. Martha may be the better mage but I have power aplenty, and quantity it has a quality of its own.

Our spells meet and my murky ball of greenish darkness pushes back her flames. With a hiss and a flick of her fingers, her flames concentrate until my spell explodes. A wave of cold expands towards her, then over her despite her flames. She pulls the spell around herself and her followers to protect them from the impending doom, as even vampires would struggle against the cold I unleashed. Chaos ensues, just the way I like it.

“Magna Arqa.”

Thorn roots explode among the masters, wounding those who could not dodge on time. Martha casts something that disintegrates the appendages around her but I care not. Tonight, I have an endless supply of them. The shadowy garden blooms around us, adding to the confusion for their side. Before Martha can do more, golden chains smash against her shield and damage it. More masters fall, disabled, though not dead yet. We still follow the rules.

I disengage from the battle of magic to help a beleaguered Suarez fend off attacks from the twins. The powerful warlord reminds me of Torran and his style, although he feels more scholarly. He smashes aside coordinated strikes with some difficulty while his opponents try to corner him with a level of teamwork I will never achieve with anyone. A sudden attack pushes them away, then it is our rhythm against theirs. We dance an unpredictable and deadly waltz, my devious whip with Suarez’ devastating swings against the twins’ needlework. An opening is all they need, and a trio of ambitious masters provides it when they dodge enough roots to distract Suarez. The conspicuous twin salutes and engages.

“Magna Arqa.”

I remember that I must defend myself, though I forgot why. I pour essence into my chest plate’s enchantment and surround myself with unyielding roots. My instincts tell me to defend myself.

He hits a mirage, the first illusion I cast tonight. Surprise grips him, but I fail to capitalize on it when another blade pierces my roots and buries itself in my torso. Fortunately, it was deflected enough that the tip bounces against my ribcage. I grab a delicate hand in my armored fist and pull in the subdued twin.

“THERE YOU ARE.”

I cut his arm off, then pull the soul blade from my wound. The Aurora freezes again, sealing the hole.

The little aura I get from him tastes delicious. I must have more.

“THAT TICKLED.”

Suarez’ counter wounds the other twin, but before we disable them, I feel danger and block while casting another mirage.

Something massive and quite sharp destroys the illusion and smashes into my guard, pushing me back despite my own strength. I turn and face death incarnate, or so the image of the grim reaper would have me believe.

“I HAVE COME FOR YOU,” Jean-Baptiste growls.

Adorable, but I must give him credit for the effort.

“You had your chance,” I reply, then I engage.

It is my first time facing a weapon I am completely unfamiliar with, and I do admire him for making it work. Jean-Baptiste strikes with wide, circular motions that sweep aside all opposition, including my poor roots. Mirages barely slow him down because he simply slices through them as part of his normal pattern. To fight him, I start by attempting to block his strikes, only to hiss in pain when a phantomatic echo sends wracking pain tearing through my arms. A transparent image of the scythe finishes the arc I interrupted, to my dismay. Fortunately, the longer our dance continues and the more I grow used to his patterns. Scythes are unwieldy and there is only so much he can do to compensate with techniques. I jump over a low swing, dive under the next and lunge, expanding Rose as I do.

Once more, my instincts scream and I feint at the last moment. A spear crashes in the ground where I stood an instant before, sending rocks and gravel flying through the air. Jean-Baptiste blocks my next counter with… a spear?

The grim reaper grins with skeletal amusement, and the spear becomes a scythe once more. It appears I am not the only one with an articulated weapon. Ah, but it seems he is quite proud of himself.

So I pull the repeater gun from my back and shoot him.

The roar of the weapon covers that of everything else and Jean-Baptiste attempts to block and dodge the hail of bullets. They gnaw at his dark halo. The skeleton cracks. I expect him to understand and close the distance, yet he does not.

In fact, he runs away. I feel all the masters and enemy lords disengage at full speed through my domain, going so far as to leave their disabled allies caught in my thorns. The decision surprises me, until I feel tremendous energy being pulled by Martha. As I watch, a desperate squad of masters sacrifice themselves to hold Constantine back.

I raise a wall of thorns before the Lancaster Archmage, but in vain.

“King’s domain,” she whispers, and we all fall to the ground, including her.

Such… oppressive weight. Everything is so heavy! Somewhere to the side, Adrien melts into darkness and reappears outside of the spell’s reach, but his attempt to strike Martha fails because the troublesome woman included herself. I fully expect the Mask warriors to take advantage, but they are pulling back in droves.

With a supreme effort of will, I kneel, then stand. It feels like being crushed by a wall. I hear bones snapping from my victims and release them from the thorns. They will not manage to stand anyway. Step by step, I grow closer to a prone Martha who even now keeps feeding her construct. She glares at me from the ground, powerless against my slow progress. I wish the gun were not so heavy. It would have been the cherry on the cake.

Suddenly, I hear a bang, and something clangs uselessly against my chest plate.

I look down in disbelief but no, there is indeed a tiny impact on its otherwise pristine surface. A clump of heated metal shines at my feet.

No, this cannot be!

I look up to see a single master who remained behind, a ferocious bearded man in light armor. He holds a rifle in his hand, which he reloads with quick, practiced movements.

Another bullet hits my helmet and falls, forcing me to face the truth I had denied so vehemently in my heart.

“You shot me? You shot me! You are a vampire!”

“You damn walking apocalypse icicle…” he grumbles.

“How can you shoot me? How dare you?” I demand, scandalized.

I shoot vampires! And I make fun of them! How could this man even contemplate imitating me? Shooting vampires is my trademark! Aaaarrrrg!

Jarek bypasses me and kneels by Martha’s sputtering form. He places a gauntlet on her cheek with an almost tender gesture.

“Do you yield?”

“Yes, damn you. I do.”

“Ariane?” Jarek asks as the spell lifts. “Would you mind snapping out of it?”

“But he shot me!” I exclaim, pointing at the guilty party who has widely decided to refrain.

“He shot me with a gun! What ammunition do you even use?”

“Hmm. Silver? With toughness engraving.”

“You absolute clown! You must use chromium steel which you then anneal to add the runes, and only then can you use silver. How do you expect to pierce enchanted armor with those gumballs?”

“Well excuuuuuuse me, we do not all have access to Dvergur engineers!”

“You could do it yourself for the price of the silver, honestly, an ounce costs—”

“So, we do not pursue?” Constantine politely asks.

I realize that my allies are busy watching the exchange with expressions ranging from vague annoyance to haughty amusement. Martha glares furiously from her kneeling position. When our eyes meet, she growls.

“I cannot believe I was defeated by an armored lunatic.”

I sigh.

“No, we will not pursue them. We would only take out the masters, and I would not want to be caught in the open. We do not know when their reinforcements will arrive, nor where the warrens’ entrance is.”

I glare at Martha on the ground.

“What she said about the second part of the contract must mean she wants Malakim to transport more people. He can cross vast distances over a short time, which means that even the ocean’s crossing will be of little concern to him. We can expect Bertrand and others to join in the next assault. It also explains why she was so quick to cover her men’s retreat instead of fighting to the bitter end. She preserved her forces for a final confrontation.”

The most minute flinch in the caster’s expression tells me I was correct.

“May I ask for mercy for my followers?” she politely requests.

The master who shot me takes a few steps forward and gulps, but I merely shrug. We are still playing by the rules. I have no interest in killing her here.

“Of course we will bring them in. If you swear an oath that you will act as a prisoner, I will even refrain from shackling you.”

“How very generous,” she hisses.

“This is more than you gave me,” I remind her with a slight warning.

“I consent.”

Constantine handles the oath part, as I trust him to voice it properly. The rest of us retrieve the wounded masters and bring them in so they can heal safely. Those who are still conscious swear as well, and I can tell that most of them are more curious about our project than angry at their defeat. Mask vampires enjoy schemes and grand projects, it seems, even when they are at the receiving ends of them. We even end up allowing them into the Dead World since their oath would prevent them from helping our foes even if they were to be freed. Martha walks to me while I prepare to join the ritual again.

“I must admit, you are considerably more prepared than I expected,” she grudgingly allows.

“I did not work alone.”

“Nevertheless, I am quite impressed, and…”

She licks her lips. Her heart-shaped face scrunches in a curious expression of longing.

“I would not be adverse to participating.”

“You would betray your side?” I wonder.

“Not betray. I am a prisoner, and this ritual would complete even without my contribution.”

“She just wants to experience this magical masterpiece,” Melusine comments as she joins us. “The old witch would give up an arm just to inspect the rune work.”

Martha scowls at her distant offspring, but Melusine shrugs and crosses her arms.

“You can join if you tell me what you paid to retain Nirari’s assistance,” I reply on a hunch.

The Archmage flinches while I politely wait. Melusine inspects her fingers.

“Our magic is compatible with the autumn stone, by the way,” she announces offhandedly.

“Curse you. I suppose it doesn’t hurt to let you know. We agreed to serve Nirari in battle, once.”

Horror fills my heart. I slap my forehead in despair.

“You absolute fools, what have you done?”

“Only five of us lords and ladies, and only for one night. Bertrand and I are included, but the others are exempt.”

“Do you not understand what you promised?”

“You backed us into a corner. Bertrand felt he had no choice.”

“And you jumped down the well. By the Watcher, you are certainly not helping.”

“What do you mean?” Melusine demands. “What battle are you referring to?”

“Child, later. You have my answer, Ariane. Will you uphold your end of the bargain?”

“Yes, yes. Melusine will show you how to participate safely.”

The vindictive redhead smirks as if I’d just offered her the moon. She clears her throat and takes an affected tone while Martha fumes quietly.

“Listen well, child, and pay attention. This is Likaean magic, not your pathetic backwater—”

I let the sassy Lancaster take her revenge on her equally pompous ancestor and rejoin the ritual for a while, feeling its amazing intensity with the same wonder as the first time I beheld it. Sinead and Sivaya still stand silently in their circle, arms linked in symbolic union. A naked man appears and falls with a scream of infinite misery while I link arms with others. It takes him a full minute before he recovers enough to join his kin, whose assembly has grown to the population of a respectable village. A song starts from the tent circle and drifts to us. It speaks of lost childhood. Some of the Likaeans stand straighter.

We are still doing it. An army could not stop us. Another one will come tomorrow, but for now, the sense of violation that comes with intruders has retreated to the back of my mind and I know we have caught a little reprieve. The winter Fae steps to my side and offers a bloody smile, then we close our eyes and pour our focus into the ritual.
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The setting sun marks the beginning of the third night of the ritual. As I watch, the last of the Fae, the ones from the farthest reach of the world, come forth wearing strange guises and exotic traits. Some are clearly of Asian descent while others are dark and unfamiliar. With their coming, the spell sighs and shudders.

Sinead and Sivaya separate. I have never seen the prince so tired, but his eyes burn with resolution and when he sees me, he smiles. His gaze hardens soon after. This is the last stretch, yet also the most difficult. The royal couple turns to the closed portal and calls as one.

“Part of the whole, key to the gate, shore by the sea.”

The wand we recovered the first time I wore that ridiculous armored tutu rises from the ground. It dissipates into strange motes that swirl in the portal’s location. The essence I taste on the still air of the dead world speaks of green life and growing things. I can almost smell sap and loam with strange spices mixed in. I have run quite a few times through a great many forests, but I have never experienced such a rich scent. If it does belong to a Likaean world, then I fear John’s suggestion of leaving might tempt me after all.

The entirety of the Likaean population on earth clutters on the outside ring to bring their support and the ritual’s intensity grows deeper and sharper. The summoning part is finished. They are all here, and they are free. Now, they will find their way home.

Power flickers in the arch. A shard the size of a needle materializes from thin air at a small distance. It grows at a snail pace. Hundreds of Likaeans pour their heart, auras, and beliefs in the tiny spike with the hope that it will achieve the impossible and find them a way back. Their voices rise in unison, singing strange hymns that make the air quake around them as the corpse of this old world shakes in its death throes. Even the vampires pay attention, because the tongue of the Likaean speaks to all even if they cannot quite grasp it. I see them as well, the elusive wisps of memories I have no words for. We are so close, so close that when the feeling of intrusion returns, I am angry. I signal the others and like one man, we gather around the chalice to drink the last Fae essence of our world. As before, power courses through us as we leave without a word, only this time, there are more of us.

The chalice is empty now.

We file out of the Star Fort at a leisure pace, armors glittering under the moonlight while our blades absorb it. I signal, and we jump on the ramparts to form a battleline, then wait. I feel the enemy come and when they encircle us like wolves, I raise my gauntlet.

“Nu Sarrehin.”

Let there be light. I have no concerns using Likaean to cast now, and why should I? The secret is no longer required. Tonight, I have no need to pretend.

“Come on out,” I whisper, “Stop hiding like rats.”

Bertrand emerges from the edge of the forest, clad in his red armor and gold mask and followed by a smirking Malakim. With him come the elite of Mask. Orphee, the tactician takes his place in silence, angel face grim under the purple light. Jean-Baptiste and the twins join his side, then a darkly charismatic man with a saber and gauntlet who must be Gabriel, the Lancaster‘s deadliest duelist. A diminutive woman with light brown hair and a calm beauty walks on in golden, form-fitting armor. I recognize Hastings from her description. The only person absent is Dominique. Besides her, we are facing the entirety of Mask’s military.

This will be a true test for the Accords, and they are here to the last Warden. It does not even surprise me that they would all happen to be around, ‘visiting a friend’, as it were, when Constantine called upon them to fulfill their obligations.

Everyone is here. Haughty Roland and crafty Lancasters have gathered in a golden pack around Sephare. Jarek has gathered the Natalis and muscular Suarez around himself. As for me, I stand at the front with the Ekon and the Vanheim. Ako and Constantine occupy the center with the Speaker’s bodyguards and his Erenwald steward. We are more diverse than our foes, but no less united in our desire to kick their collective arses back across the ocean.

The collected essence is so dense that the Watcher opens his eyes in the real world, and its feline pupil narrows on us.

The wind dies.

Bertrand and I match gaze.

We understand each other.

There is no need for talks.

It is time TO HUNT.

The world explodes around us. Trees are shredded. Rocks shatter. The ground erupts in so many geysers of mud, gravel, and crushed stones. Spells clash in a cataclysm of colors and sounds, sending out shockwaves so dense they impact each other with sonorous blasts.

In the chaos of battle, I rush Bertrand. CUT THE HEAD. No, I cannot triumph against him. Already, his size has increased while his blood red armor glows crimson. His Magna Arqa has triggered. I throw a heart seeker spell as an opener which he blocks with the flat of his axe. For a handful of seconds I have him on the back foot as we exchange very quick series of blows. The roots I can manifest hobble him while mirages disappear under useless strikes, but as I manage to hit his chest, a backswing sends me flying. More roots catch me and we stand apart, the eye of the storm in this fantastic battle.

Bertrand smiles while the break in his armor seals over with dark blood. I mirror his smirk when the Aurora repairs itself. His eyes widen in surprise and he charges back in. We fight in a duel, the others leaving us alone, and exhilaration fills my heart. I am fighting one of the deadliest warriors in the world and I am not losing. Or at least, not fast. Our dance shows he is taking me seriously, and so I use every trick I know to push him back, never leaving him time to perform full swings. Bertrand does not hesitate to take glancing blows to land a decisive one, but I am his equal in this regard and the Aurora truly shows its incredible craftsmanship, allowing me to match a Magna Arqa manifestation blow for blow. I laugh with delight for a while, but eventually our difference of experience is made manifest and I am pushed back. That is, until a freight train by the name of Jarek smashes into Betrand’s flank, carrying him across half of the battlefield. I can accept it. Bertrand may be MY PREY, but my priority here is victory and helping my allies. A quick glance around shows that Mask outnumber us with their masters, but that they are unable to bring those numbers to bear due to our tight formation. Normally, this would put us at risk of magical bombardments. Unfortunately for our foes, Martha is not with them while Constantine is free to unleash his full potential. Only Gabriel on their side stops him from having free reign and even then, it is an unequal fight.

I use my Magna Arqa to help where I can, covering those of us who are wounded while harassing our foes. The speed of the battle prevents me from coordinating well with my companions so I limit my actions to sure bets — truly, we should train together more — yet even those tilt the scales in our favour. I have the satisfaction of interrupting the fight between Jean-Baptiste and our shadow-wielding twins, and landing a very satisfactory punch in his skeletal nose before an unknown lord forces me back.

I race across the battlefield, destroying formations and maiming entire squads of masters. My instincts guide me in this whirlwind of violence, enhanced by the Dvor essence singing in my veins, whispering advice so I can defend my land. I attack Hastings as she is on the verge of defeating Sephare, our waltz one of guile and feints against unpredictable savagery, then Naminata triggers her Magna Arqa and the dance becomes real. We step up with the beat while our foes are left confused and disheartened. Hastings disengages, but not before I shred an entire side of her golden armor. By the Watcher this is GOOD. As it should be, with Rose singing and the roar of spells shaking the very air. The vitality of the Fae means that I have no need to care for energy expenses.

Suddenly, I feel a pull and make my way to the entrance just in time to see Islaev’s muscular arm flying through the air. Jarek’s kin falls to his knees with a triumphant Malakim preparing a killing blow. I extend my hand and cast our sire’s signature spell.

"Heartseeker."

For one faithful moment, delicious terror twists his vicious grin into an ugly grimace. But it is soon replaced by deep rage. I charge him.

Malakim salutes.

“Magna Arqa.”

My roots disappear, as if swallowed and I feel a block on my domain. My perception narrows to my human form.

Malakim lands his jagged longsword against Rose, locking guard and pushing me back by exactly one step. I trigger the whip and a long, dark gash opens across my brother’s rictus.  He flinches.

“Surely you didn’t expect this to be enough,” I mock.

Malakim attacks with a savagery that equals my own, and our duel is merciless. I find myself using my gloved claws as often as Rose herself in this snarling brawl. I claw his face once, but otherwise his blade finds flaws in my defenses and only my current vitality saves me from defeat. My only edges come from the mirage spells and Octave’s training. Otherwise, the monster surpasses me in every aspect.

Sometimes, Naminata passes us by and her hypnotic dance grants me a few seconds of respite. I am, once again, losing my duel, when Islaev reappears whole and angry. He roars and a horse materializes under him. The resulting charge sends Malakim crashing back with both arms snapped.

“Why do they always cut my limbs?” The proud warrior complains.

“Have you ever considered wearing proper armor?” I ask, pointing at his naked chest.

“No.”

Malakim comes roaring back, but he stumbles, and we all stop.

The world shivers and for one brief instant, our battle lines show the ghostly echo of a circle of dancing Likaeans. An inky blade the size of a menhir hangs ominously over the two assemblies, solid enough to be seen in both worlds. The ritual is reaching its paroxysm.

Golden chains encircle Malakim before he can react and Constantine smashes the irate Devourer into the ground, again and again, bypassing the beast’s armor.

“Go.” Constantine yells. “Make sure it works. Go!”

I run, entering the Star Fort and leaving the battle behind me. Everyone seems to be holding well thanks to the Fae blood they partook of. The same battle of attrition that almost defeated us in the first war is now carrying us through the second, but that is secondary for now. I sprint through the portal and behold the shard spinning in its axis. The chant of the Fae assembly inflates with a terrible crescendo. Sinead lifts his exhausted arms in supplication.

“World tree of ours, blessed guardian, grant us your salvation. We beg of you, by all the courts and all the spheres, by your life and your kindness, we beg of you. Take us home. Take us home. Take. Us. Home. BREACH!”

The shard plunges into the flesh of space. Reality screams, then it gives way. Emerald light floods the dead world, casting the shadows away and with it comes the enticing perfume of other world flowers. Lilac and lavender flowers peek while from a window into a vibrant world. The cries of strange birds caress my ears like an invitation, or a lullaby.

The Likaeans cry and scream, struck with disbelief, but their leader has not lost sight.

“Through! Everyone, go NOW!”

The assembled Fae form a snake pouring through the portal’s aperture. As soon as they step on the other side, they shed their human form and transform into a kaleidoscope of creatures as strange as they are beautiful. I spot Makyas turn into a tiny sprite with fluttering dragonfly wings. He gives me a playful wink then disappears out of sight or simply shifts to some other locale. As for the others, they race in with abandon. It takes only a minute for the assembly to melt into a small gathering of the most determined ones, those unafraid to act as rear guard. I recognize Tourneas and Secluded-Black-Sand-Beach as they make sure no one was left behind. The winter Fae walks by me with one last needle-filled grin.

“Perhaps we will meet again, sister.”

“I am not your kin, I merely ate him.”

“Then you know our way and you are kin. I will be seeing you,” he replies with a laugh, then he is through, a gaunt wight that freezes the loam with every step.

To my surprise, Naminata comes back through with bloody tears trailing freely down her cheeks. Of course, the Ekon would send an explorer. Ugh. They could have asked.

“You have to see this, my meringue, you simply have to. I have no words!”

I hesitate at the edge of the green as the last leaders walk through. Sivaya is the penultimate traveler. Her elfin face grows even more alien with liquid blue eyes and an ethereal quality that makes me feel like she could walk through a wall. Then it is simply Sinead and I. He takes my hand.

I do not resist when he walks me through the passage. The intoxicating perfume of the Likaean world almost overwhelms me.

We stand in a small clearing under a green sky. A tree the size of the tallest mountain rules over an infinite forest of strange vegetation. Lianas fall like garlands from the heavy boughs. A rainbow-colored insect flies lazily through the clearing.

I am in the arms of dream Sinead, the true one. He is so tall now, and I lose myself in the molten gold of his eyes. Amber hair undulates in an unseen wind like the quiet flames of a campfire. His arms are so strong, now, strong enough to encircle me and make me feel safe. From a dilettante noble, he has turned into a royal heir. He gently grabs the back of my neck and I gasp under his controlled power. Even the Aurora’s cold aura cannot smother the heat that now emanates from him in great waves. Sinead is himself, truly himself, for the first time I have met him, free of fear and the suffering of his people. A true Prince of Summer.

“Ariane, I love you. I have loved you since we first met. I have loved you until it hurt. I could not stop loving you.”

His kiss is fire and honey and a foreign sun, all things that should terrify me and yet do not because he is Sinead and… I love him as well. I drown in the passion I feel here, helpless yet unafraid. The urge to bite is drowned by his feelings and the power with which he embraces me.

“And I am sorry,” he finishes.

Huh?

“Do it,” he tells Sivaya. I barely manage to struggle, so surprised I am. I can only watch, lost, as the princess of the blue claps her hands and the portal winks out.

Sivaya teleports away just as the last motes of energy of the spell fade to nothingness.

My way back just disappeared into thin air!

I am trapped? I am trapped!

“Sinead, what have you DONE?”

THE END

PS: It’s the Heist of the Millenium because Sinead stole the main character. HAHA!


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 a vampires’ soul weapon. 


Erenwald:

Based in Germany and Central Europe, Erenwald vampires favour 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. 
	Martha: Melusine’s human ancestor, also turned into a vampire. She is a powerful mage who can wield fire, an extreme rarity among vampires. 


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. 
	Bertrand: The head of the expansion faction and a powerful axe wielder. 


Rosenthal:

The Rosenthal boast an eidetic memory and synthetic mind. They are completely neutral and act as the lore keepers, 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 Vampire Alliances:

Mask

Masks dominate Western Europe except for Spain. They favour 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.

Known Members:

	Dominique: A person whose gender is the stuff of constant speculation, Dominique rules the alliance with a velvet glove. They have struggled to hold off the rise of the Expansion faction which promotes a unification of vampirekind, to face the dangers brought by a future, where vampire existence is known. 
	Jean-Baptiste: A polite man who wields a war scythe, he is the alliance’s executor. 
	Raphael: A Lancaster swordsman and mage, arguably the alliance’s greatest duelist. 
	Bertrand: The leader of the expansionist faction. He is a tall, large, bearded man with a powerful countenance. His willpower means he can use his Magna Arqa at will and for as long as he needs to, making him one of the most resilient warriors in existence. 


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. The Accords are based in a powerful fortress south of Boston.

Known members:

	Constantine: A young progenitor, is the founder of the Accords. Obsessed with laws but also mechanisms, he has recently delegated more power to effective companions. 
	Ariane: She is one of Constantine’s ardent supporters and The Hand, the person responsible for racial relations. Her wealth, power, and excellent reputation with mages and werewolves alike allows her to fulfil this duty to great effect. 
	Sephare: A dainty blonde English vampire with a harmless demeanor, Sephare is a shrewd manipulator and a dangerous fighter in her own rights. She is focused on human relations which mostly means extending the manipulative tendrils of vampire influence through every stratum of Society. 
	Adrien and Adam: Local city masters of the Roland bloodline. They have business agreements with Ariane following the Civil War. 


Other Groups:

The Vampire Knights

Based somewhere in Eastern Europe, the Vampire Knights are the law enforcers and negotiators of vampirekind. They must play a delicate role and keep their neutrality to truly fulfil their purpose. Lately, actions against Ariane have tarnished their reputation.

Known members:

	Octave: An ancient and powerful swordsman. His Magna Arqa traps its victim in an arena before improving his power to give him a chance of victory. Outside of Malakim and Nirari, he is the strongest duelist alive on earth. 
	Phineas: A member of Ariane’s team while she attended, he is a much better accountant than he is a combatant. 
	Hilde: A powerful battle lady killed by Ariane during her escape. 
	Mannfred: A honorable warrior who sided with Ari when she was betrayed, he was slain by Octave during their escape. 


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 favours 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. 
	Alexander Bingle: The Grandson of Cecil Bingle, who arrived in America to rid the Bingle clan of the ‘Ariane’ curse, with predictable results. Ariane then took him under her wing and nurtured him to become an exemplary “Upholder of the Law and Keeper of the Peace!” 


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. 





Afterword 


Thanks for reading!

As I mentioned, this story is a web serial, and the conclusions might be less cut and dry than those in 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’ve already supported 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.

If you have questions or comments, feel free to visit our Discord. Look for the Bob channels.

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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I am a Frenchman living in Shanghai with my wife and son. I started writing because I could not find exactly what I liked in the genres I preferred. Some people enjoyed it, so I kept going, finding that I loved sharing my passion with online readers. A few years passed, and here we are. Now writing is my job, and I consider myself one of the luckiest people on the planet. My hope is to continue to entertain you and make you dream for years to come.
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You can also find my work on Royal Road. If you are reading this on paper, I am sorry, you may not click on the link.

I know.

I tried.

You can also support me on Patreon to access the most recent chapters.

I’m also on Discord here: https://discord.gg/GZA9Btv

For all of those, I am fairly approachable so don’t be shy. There is even a channel for typos if you find any!
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